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INTRODUCTION 


Within the first Star Wars trilogy, Return of the Jedi is the third act 
of a three-act play. It was by its nature the episode in which 
many complicated, loose threads had to be tied together in a 
satisfying triumphant resolution. 

Indeed, the story structure that I chose at the outset of the 
trilogy left so many plot points to be resolved in Return of the Jedi 
that writing the screenplay proved to be one of the greatest 
challenges. Han Solo had to be rescued. Leia had to choose 
between Luke and Han. Luke had to decide whether to join his 
father or fight him. Yoda and Ben had to reveal who was the 
Jedis’ “other” hope. 

More than either of the prior two films, Jedi gave me the 
opportunity to explore philosophical issues of great interest to 
me. One theme central to the trilogy is that the potential for 
goodness exists within each person, and is realized only by the 
choices that we each make. In Jedi, I was able to develop this 
theme in the dramatic confrontation between Luke Skywalker 
and Darth Vader before the Emperor. 

Star Wars is also very much concerned with the tension 
between humanity and technology, an issue which, for me, dates 
back even to my first films. In Jedi, the theme remains the same, 
as the simplest of natural forces brought down the seemingly 
invincible weapons of the evil Empire. 


James Kahn 
Based on the story by George Lucas 


BALLANTINE BOOKS + NEW YORK 


Star Wars: Return of the Jedi is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents 
either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. 


A Del Rey® Book 
Published by The Random House Publishing Group 


Copyright © 1983 by Lucasfilm Ltd. & ® or ™ where indicated. 
All Rights Reserved. Used Under Authorization. 


All rights reserved. 


Published in the United States by Del Rey Books, an imprint of The Random 
House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and 
simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. 


Det Rey is a registered trademark and the Del Rey colophon is a trademark of 
Random House, Inc. 


eISBN: 978-0-307-79544-1 


www.starwars.com 
www.delreybooks.com 


v3.l_r1 


Contents 


Cover 
Introduction 
Title Page 
Copyright 
Prologue 


Chapter 1 
Chapter 2 
Chapter 3 
Chapter 4 
Chapter 5 
Chapter 6 
Chapter 7 
Chapter 8 
Chapter 9 


About the Author 

Introduction to the Star Wars Expanded Universe 
Excerpt from Star Wars: Heir to the Empire 
Introduction to the Old Republic Era 
Introduction to the Rise of the Empire Era 
Introduction to the Rebellion Era 

Introduction to the New Republic Era 
Introduction to the New Jedi Order Era 
Introduction to the Legacy Era 

Star Wars Novels Timeline 


A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away ... 


[Sree 


a prologue 


THE very depth of space. There was the length, and width, and 
height; and then these dimensions curved over on themselves into 
a bending blackness measurable only by the glinting stars that 
tumbled through the chasm, receding to infinity. To the very 
depth. 

These stars marked the moments of the universe. There were 
aging orange embers, blue dwarfs, twin yellow giants. There were 
collapsing neutron stars, and angry supernovae that hissed into 
the icy emptiness. There were borning stars, breathing stars, 
pulsing stars, and dying stars. There was the Death Star. 

At the feathered edge of the galaxy, the Death Star floated in 
stationary orbit above the green moon Endor—a moon whose 
mother planet had long since died of unknown cataclysm and 
disappeared into unknown realms. The Death Star was the 
Empire’s armored battle station, nearly twice as big as its 
predecessor, which Rebel forces had destroyed so many years 
before—nearly twice as big, but more than twice as powerful. Yet 
it was only half complete. 

Half a steely dark orb, it hung above the green world of Endor, 
tentacles of unfinished superstructure curling away toward its 
living companion like the groping legs of a deadly spider. 

An Imperial Star Destroyer approached the giant space station 
at cruising speed. It was massive—a city itself—yet it moved with 
deliberate grace, like some great sea dragon. It was accompanied 
by dozens of Twin Ion Engine fighters—black insectlike combat 
flyers that zipped back and forth around the _battleship’s 
perimeter: scouting, sounding, docking, regrouping. 

Soundlessly the main bay of the ship opened. There was a brief 


ignition-flash, as an Imperial shuttle emerged from the darkness 
of the hold, into the darkness of space. It sped toward the half- 
completed Death Star with quiet purpose. 

In the cockpit the shuttle captain and his copilot made final 
readings, monitored descent functions. It was a sequence they’d 
each performed a thousand times, yet there was an unusual 
tension in the air now. The captain flipped the transmitter switch, 
and spoke into his mouthpiece. 

“Command Station, this is ST321. Code Clearance Blue. We’re 
starting our approach. Deactivate the security shield.” 

Static filtered over the receiver; then the voice of the port 
controller: “The security deflector shield will be deactivated when 
we have confirmation of your code transmission. Stand by ...” 

Once more silence filled the cockpit. The shuttle captain bit the 
inside of his cheek, smiled nervously at his copilot, and muttered, 
“Quick as you can, please—this better not take long. He’s in no 
mood to wait ...” 

They refrained from glancing back into the passenger section of 
the shuttle, now under lights-out for landing. The unmistakable 
sound of the mechanical breathing coming from the chamber’s 
shadow filled the cabin with a terrible impatience. 

In the control room of the Death Star below, operators moved 
along the bank of panels, monitoring all the space traffic in the 
area, authorizing flight patterns, accessing certain areas to certain 
vehicles. The shield operator suddenly checked his monitor with 
alarm; the view-screen depicted the battle station itself, the moon 
Endor, and a web of energy—the deflector shield—emanating 
from the green moon, encompassing the Death Star. Only now, 
the security web was beginning to separate, to retract and form a 
clear channel—a channel through which the dot that was the 
Imperial shuttle sailed, unimpeded, toward the massive space 
station. 

The shield operator quickly called his control officer over to 
the view-screen, uncertain how to proceed. 

“What is it?” the officer demanded. 

“That shuttle has a class-one priority ranking.” He tried to 
replace the fear in his voice with disbelief. 

The officer glanced at the view-screen for only a moment 
before realizing who was on the shuttle and spoke to himself: 
“Vader!” 


He strode past the view port, where the shuttle could be seen 
already making its final approach, and headed toward the 
docking bay. He turned to the controller. 

“Inform the commander that Lord Vader’s shuttle has arrived.” 

The shuttle sat quietly, dwarfed by the cavernous reaches of 
the huge docking bay. Hundreds of troops stood assembled in 
formation, flanking the base of the shuttle ramp—white-armored 
Imperial stormtroopers, gray-suited officers, and the elite, red- 
robed Imperial Guard. They snapped to attention as Moff 
Jerjerrod entered. 

Jerjerrod—tall, thin, arrogant—was the Death Star commander. 
He walked without hurry up the ranks of soldiers, to the ramp of 
the shuttle. Hurry was not in Jerjerrod, for hurry implied a 
wanting to be elsewhere, and he was a man who distinctively was 
exactly where he wanted to be. Great men never hurried (he was 
fond of saying); great men caused others to hurry. 

Yet Jerjerrod was not blind to ambition; and a visit by such a 
one as this great Dark Lord could not be taken too lightly. He 
stood at the shuttle mouth, therefore, waiting—with respect, but 
not hurry. 

Suddenly the exit hatch of the shuttle opened, pulling the 
troops in formation to even tauter attention. Only darkness 
glowed from the exit at first; then footsteps; then the 
characteristic electrical respirations, like the breathing of a 
machine; and finally Darth Vader, Lord of the Sith, emerged from 
the void. 

Vader strode down the ramp, looking over the assemblage. He 
stopped when he came to Jerjerrod. The commander bowed from 
the neck, and smiled. 

“Lord Vader, this is an unexpected pleasure. We are honored by 
your presence.” 

“We can dispense with the pleasantries, Commander.” Vader’s 
words echoed as from the bottom of a well. “The Emperor is 
concerned with your progress. I am here to put you back on 
schedule.” 

Jerjerrod turned pale. This was news he’d not expected. “I 
assure you, Lord Vader, my men are working as fast as they can.” 

“Perhaps I can encourage their progress in ways you have not 
considered,” Vader growled. He had ways, of course; this was 
known. Ways, and ways again. 


Jerjerrod kept his tone even, though deep inside, the ghost of 
hurry began to scrabble at his throat. “That won’t be necessary, 
my Lord. I tell you, without question this station will be 
operational as planned.” 

“Pm afraid the Emperor does not share your optimistic 
appraisal of the situation.” 

“T fear he asks the impossible,” the commander suggested. 

“Perhaps you could explain that to him when he arrives.” 
Vader’s face remained invisible behind the deathly black mask 
that protected him; but the malice was clear in the electronically 
modified voice. 

Jerjerrod’s pallor intensified. “The Emperor is coming here?” 

“Yes, Commander. And he will be quite displeased if you are 
still behind schedule when he arrives.” He spoke loudly, to spread 
the threat over all who could hear. 

“We shall double our efforts, Lord Vader.” And he meant it. For 
sometimes didn’t even great men hurry, in time of great need? 

Vader lowered his voice again. “I hope so, Commander, for 
your sake. The Emperor will tolerate no further delay in the final 
destruction of the outlaw Rebellion. And we have secret news 
now”—he included Jerjerrod, only, in this intimate detail—“The 
Rebel fleet has gathered all its forces into a single giant armada. 
The time is at hand when we can crush them, without mercy, in a 
single blow.” 

For the briefest second, Vader’s breathing seemed to quicken, 
then resumed its measured pace, like the rising of a hollow wind. 
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OUTSIDE the small adobe hut, the sandstorm wailed like a beast 
in agony, refusing to die. Inside, the sounds were muted. 

It was cooler in this shelter, more hushed, and darker. While 
the beast without howled, in this place of nuance and shadow a 
shrouded figure worked. 

Tanned hands, holding arcane tools, extended from the sleeves 
of a caftanlike robe. The figure crouched on the ground, working. 
Before him lay a discoid device of strange design, wires trailing 
from it at one end, symbols etched into its flat surface. He 
connected the wired end to a tubular, smooth handle, pulled 
through an organic-looking connector, locked it in place with 
another tool. He motioned to a shadow in the corner; the shadow 
moved toward him. 

Tentatively, the obscure form rolled closer to the robed figure. 
“Vrrrr-dit dweet?” the little R2 unit questioned timidly as it 
approached, pausing when it was just a foot from the shrouded 
man with the strange device. 

The shrouded man motioned the droid nearer still. Artoo-Detoo 
scooted the last distance, blinking; and the hands raised toward 
his domed little head. 


The fine sand blew hard over the dunes of Tatooine. The wind 
seemed to come from everywhere at once, typhooning in spots, 
swirling in devil-winds here, hovering in stillness there, without 
pattern or meaning. 

A road wound across the desert plain. Its nature changed 
constantly, at one moment obscured by drifts of ochre sand, the 


next moment swept clean, or distorted by the heat of the 
shimmering air above it. A road more ephemeral than navigable; 
yet a road to be followed, all the same. For it was the only way to 
reach the palace of Jabba the Hutt. 

Jabba was the vilest gangster in the galaxy. He had his fingers 
in smuggling, slave-trading, murder; his minions scattered across 
the stars. He both collected and invented atrocities, and his court 
was a den of unparalleled decay. It was said by some that Jabba 
had chosen Tatooine as his place of residence because only in this 
arid crucible of a planet could he hope to keep his soul from 
rotting away altogether—here the parched sun might bake his 
humor to a festering brine. 

In any case, it was a place few of kind spirit even knew of, let 
alone approached. It was a place of evil, where even the most 
courageous felt their powers wilt under the foul gaze of Jabba’s 
corruption. 

“Poot-wEEt beDOO gung ooble DEEp!” vocalized Artoo-Detoo. 

“Of course I’m worried,” See-Threepio fussed. “And you should 
be too. Poor Lando Calrissian never returned from this place. Can 
you imagine what they’ve done to him?” 

Artoo whistled timidly. 

The golden droid waded stiffly through a shifting sand hill, 
then stopped short, as Jabba’s palace suddenly loomed, suddenly 
dark, in the near distance. Artoo almost bumped into him, 
quickly skidding to the side of the road. 

“Watch where you’re going, Artoo.” See-Threepio resumed 
walking, but more slowly, his little friend rolling along at his 
side. And as they went, he chattered on. “Why couldn’t 
Chewbacca have delivered this message? No, whenever there’s an 
impossible mission, they turn to us. No one worries about droids. 
Sometimes I wonder why we put up with it all.” 

On and on he rambled, over the desolate final stretch of road, 
until at last they reached the gates to the palace: massive iron 
doors, taller than Threepio could see—part of a series of stone 
and iron walls, forming several gigantic cylindrical towers that 
seemed to rise out of a mountain of packed sand. 

The two droids fearfully looked around the ominous door for 
signs of life, or welcome, or some sort of signaling device with 
which to make their presence known. Seeing nothing in any of 
those categories, See-Threepio mustered his resolve (which 


function had been programmed into him quite a long time 
earlier), knocked softly three times on the thick metal gate, then 
quickly turned around and announced to Artoo, “There doesn’t 
seem to be anyone here. Let’s go back and tell Master Luke.” 

Suddenly a small hatch opened in the center of the door. A 
spindly mechanical arm popped out, affixed to which a large 
electronic eyeball peered unabashedly at the two droids. The 
eyeball spoke. 

“Tee chuta hhat yudd!” 

Threepio stood erect, proud though his circuits quivered a bit. 
He faced the eye, pointed to Artoo, and then to himself. “Artoo 
Detoowha bo Seethreepiosha ey toota odd mischka Jabba du 
Hutt.” 

The eye looked quickly from one robot to the other, then 
retracted back through the little window and slammed the hatch 
shut. 

“Boo-dEEp gaNOOng,” whispered Artoo with concern. 

Threepio nodded. “I don’t think they’re going to let us in, 
Artoo. We’d better go.” He turned to leave, as Artoo beeped a 
reluctant four-tone. 

At that, a horrific, grinding screech erupted, and the massive 
iron door slowly began to rise. The two droids looked at each 
other skeptically, and then into the yawning black cavity that 
faced them. They waited, afraid to enter, afraid to retreat. 

From the shadows, the strange voice of the eye screamed at 
them: “Nudd chaa!” 

Artoo beeped and rolled forward into the gloom. Threepio 
hesitated, then rushed after his stubby companion with a start. 
“Artoo wait for me!” They stopped together in the gaping 
passageway, as Threepio scolded: “You'll get lost.” 

The great door slammed shut behind them with a monumental 
crash that echoed through the dark cavern. For a moment the two 
frightened robots stood there without moving; then, haltingly, 
they stepped forward. 

They were immediately joined by three large Gamorrean 
guards—powerful piglike brutes whose racial hatred of robots 
was well known. The guards ushered the two droids down the 
dark corridor without so much as a nod. When they reached the 
first half-lit hallway, one of them grunted an order. Artoo beeped 
a nervous query at Threepio. 
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“You don’t want to know,” the golden droid responded 
apprehensively. “Just deliver Master Luke’s message and get us 
out of here quick.” 

Before they could take another step, a form approached them 
from the obscurity of a cross-corridor: Bib Fortuna, the inelegant 
major-domo of Jabba’s degenerate court. He was a tall, humanoid 
creature with eyes that saw only what was necessary, and a robe 
that hid all. Protruding from the back of his skull were two fat, 
tentacular appendages that exhibited prehensile, sensual, and 
cognitive functions at various times—which he wore either 
draped over his shoulders for decorative effect or, when the 
situation called for balance, hanging straight down behind him as 
if they were twin tails. 

He smiled thinly as he stopped before the two robots. “Die 
wanna wanga.” 

Threepio spoke up officially. “Die wanna wanaga. We bring a 
message to your master, Jabba the Hutt.” Artoo beeped a 
postscript, upon which Threepio nodded and added: “And a gift.” 
He thought about this a moment, looked as puzzled as it was 
possible for a droid to look, and whispered loudly to Artoo, “Gift, 
what gift?” 

Bib shook his head emphatically. “Nee Jabba no badda. Me 
chaade su goodie.” He held out his hand toward Artoo. 

The small droid backed up meekly, but his protest was lengthy. 
“bDooo EE NGrwrtr Op dbooDEEop!” 

“Artoo, give it to him!” Threepio insisted. Sometimes Artoo 
could be so binary. 

At this, though, Artoo became positively defiant, beeping and 
tooting at Fortuna and Threepio as if they’d both had their 
programs erased. 

Threepio nodded finally, hardly happy with Artoo’s answer. He 
smiled apologetically at Bib. “He says our master’s instructions 
are to give it only to Jabba himself.” Bib considered the problem 
a moment, as Threepio went on explaining. “I’m terribly sorry. 
I’m afraid he’s ever so stubborn about these things.” He managed 
to throw a disparaging yet loving tone into his voice, as he tilted 
his head toward his small associate. 

Bib gestured for them to follow. “Nudd chaa.” He walked back 
into the darkness, the droids following close behind, the three 
Gamorrean guards lumbering along at the rear. 


As See-Threepio descended into the belly of the shadow, he 
muttered quietly to the silent R2 unit, “Artoo, I have a bad 
feeling about this.” 


See-Threepio and Artoo-Detoo stood at the entrance of the 
throne room, looking in. “We’re doomed,” whimpered Threepio, 
wishing for the thousandth time that he could close his eyes. 

The room was filled, wall to cavernous wall, with the animate 
dregs of the universe. Grotesque creatures from the lowest star 
systems, drunk on spiced liquor and their own fetid vapors. 
Gamorreans, twisted humans, jawas—all reveling in base 
pleasures, or raucously comparing mean feats. And at the front of 
the room, reclining on a dais that overlooked the debauchery, 
was Jabba the Hutt. 

His head was three times human size, perhaps four. His eyes 
were yellow, reptilian—his skin was like a snake’s, as well, except 
covered with a fine layer of grease. He had no neck, but only a 
series of chins that expanded finally into a great bloated body, 
engorged to bursting with stolen morsels. Stunted, almost useless 
arms sprouted from his upper torso, the sticky fingers of his left 
hand languidly wrapped around the smoking-end of his water- 
pipe. He had no hair—it had fallen out from a combination of 
diseases. He had no legs—his trunk simply tapered gradually to a 
long, plump snake-tail that stretched along the length of the 
platform like a tube of yeasty dough. His lipless mouth was wide, 
almost ear to ear, and he drooled continuously. He was quite 
thoroughly disgusting. 

Chained to him, chained at the neck, was a sad, pretty dancing- 
girl, a member of Fortuna’s species, with two dry, shapely 
tentacles sprouting from the back of her head, hanging 
suggestively down her bare, muscled back. Her name was Oola. 
Looking forlorn, she sat as far away as her chain would allow, at 
the other end of the dais. 

And sitting near Jabba’s belly was a small monkeylike reptile 
named Salacious Crumb, who caught all the food and ooze that 
spilled out of Jabba’s hands or mouth and ate it with a nauseating 
cackle. 

Shafts of light from above partially illuminated the drunken 
courtiers as Bib Fortuna crossed the floor to the dais. The room 


was composed of an endless series of alcoves within alcoves, so 
that much of what went on was, in any case, visible only as 
shadow and movement. When Fortuna reached the throne, he 
delicately leaned forward and whispered into the slobbering 
monarch’s ear. Jabba’s eyes became slits ... then with a maniacal 
laugh he motioned for the two terrified droids to be brought in. 

“Bo shuda,” wheezed the Hutt, and lapsed into a fit of 
coughing. Although he understood several languages, as a point 
of honor he only spoke Huttese. His only such point. 

The quaking robots scooted forward to stand before the 
repulsive ruler, though he grossly violated their most deeply 
programmed sensibilities. “The message, Artoo, the message,” 
Threepio urged. 

Artoo whistled once, and a beam of light projected from his 
domed head, creating a hologram of Luke Skywalker that stood 
before them on the floor. Quickly the image grew to over ten feet 
tall, until the young Jedi warrior towered over the assembled 
throng. All at once the room grew quiet, as Luke’s giant presence 
made itself felt 

“Greetings, Exalted One,” the hologram said to Jabba. “Allow 
me to introduce myself. I am Luke Skywalker, Jedi Knight and 
friend of Captain Solo. I seek an audience with Your Greatness, to 
bargain for his life.” At this, the entire room burst into laughter 
which Jabba instantly stopped with a hand motion. Luke didn’t 
pause long. “I know that you are powerful, mighty Jabba, and 
that your anger with Solo must be equally powerful. But I’m sure 
we can work out an arrangement which will be mutually 
beneficial. As a token of my good will, I present to you a gift— 
these two droids.” 

Threepio jumped back as if stung. “What! What did he say?” 

Luke continued. “... Both are hardworking and will serve you 
well.” With that, the hologram disappeared. 

Threepio wagged his head in despair. “Oh no, this can’t be. 
Artoo, you must have played the wrong message.” 

Jabba laughed and drooled. 

Bib spoke in Huttese. “Bargain rather than fight? He is no 
Jedi.” 

Jabba nodded in agreement. Still grinning, he rasped at 
Threepio, “There will be no bargain. I have no intention of giving 
up my favorite decoration.” With a hideous chuckle he looked 


toward the dimly lit alcove beside the throne; there, hanging flat 
against the wall, was the carbonized form of Han Solo, his face 
and hands emerging out of the cold hard slab, like a statue 
reaching from a sea of stone. 


Artoo and Threepio marched dismally through the dank 
passageway at the prodding of a Gamorrean guard. Dungeon cells 
lined both walls. The unspeakable cries of anguish that emanated 
from within as the droids passed echoed off the stone and down 
the endless catacombs. Periodically a hand or claw or tentacle 
would reach through the bars of a door to grab at the hapless 
robots. 

Artoo beeped pitifully. Threepio only shook his head. “What 
could have possibly come over Master Luke? Was it something I 
did? He never expressed any unhappiness with my work ...” 

They approached a door at the end of the corridor. It slid open 
automatically, and the Gamorrean shoved them foward. Inside, 
their ears were assaulted by deafening machine sounds—wheels 
creaking, piston-heads slamming, water-hammers, engine hums— 
and a continuously shifting haze of steam made visibility short. 
This was either the boiler room, or programmed hell. 

An agonized electronic scream, like the sound of stripping 
gears, drew their attention to the corner of the room. From out of 
the mist walked EV-9D9, a thin humanlike robot with some 
disturbingly human appetites. In the dimness behind Ninedenine, 
Threepio could see the legs being pulled off a droid on a torture 
rack, while a second droid, hanging upside down, was having 
red-hot irons applied to its feet; it had emitted the electronic 
scream Threepio heard a few moments earlier, as the sensor 
circuits in its metal skin melted in agony. Threepio cringed at the 
sound, his own wiring sympathetically crackling with static 
electricity. 

Ninedenine stopped in front of Threepio, raising her pincer 
hands expansively. “Ah, new acquisitions,” she said with great 
satisfaction. “I am Eve-Ninedenine, Chief of Cyborg Operations. 
You're a protocol droid, aren’t you?” 

“T am See-Threepio, human-cyborg re—” 

“Yes or no will do,” Ninedenine said icily. 

“Well, yes,” Threepio replied. This robot was going to be 


trouble, that much was obvious—one of those droids who always 
had to prove she was more-droid-than-thou. 

“How many languages do you speak?” Ninedenine continued. 

Well, two can play at that game, thought Threepio. He ran his 
most dignified, official introductory tape. “I am fluent in over six 
million forms of communication, and can—” 

“Splendid!” Ninedenine interrupted gleefully. “We have been 
without an interpreter since the master got angry with something 
our last protocol droid said and disintegrated him.” 

“Disintegrated!” Threepio wailed. Any semblance of protocol 
left him. 

Ninedenine spoke to a pig guard who suddenly appeared. “This 
one will be quite useful. Fit him with a restraining bolt, then take 
him back up to the main audience chamber.” 

The guard grunted and roughly shoved Threepio toward the 
door. 

“Artoo, don’t leave me!” Threepio called out, but the guard 
grabbed him and pulled him away; and he was gone. 

Artoo let out a long, plaintive cry as Threepio was removed. 
Then he turned to Ninedenine and beeped in outrage, and at 
length. 

Ninedenine laughed. “You're a feisty little one, but you’ll soon 
learn some respect. I have need for you on the master’s Sail 
Barge. Several of our astrodroids have been disappearing recently 
—stolen for spare parts, most likely. I think you’ll fill in nicely.” 

The droid on the torture rack emitted a high-frequency wail, 
then sparked briefly and was silent. 


The court of Jabba the Hutt roiled in malignant ecstasy. Oola, 
the beautiful creature chained to Jabba, danced in the center of 
the floor, as the inebriated monsters cheered and heckled. 
Threepio hovered warily near the back of the throne, trying to 
keep the lowest profile possible. Periodically he had to duck to 
avoid a fruit hurled in his direction or to sidestep a rolling body. 
Mostly, he just stayed low. What else was a protocol droid to do, 
in a place of so little protocol? 

Jabba leered through the smoke of his hooka and beckoned the 
creature Oola to come sit beside him. She stopped dancing 
instantly, a fearful look in her eye, and backed up, shaking her 


head. Apparently she had suffered such invitations before. 

Jabba became angry. He pointed unmistakably to a spot beside 
him on the dais. “Da eitha!” he growled. 

Oola shook her head more violently, her face a mask of terror. 
“Na chuba negatorie. Na! Na! Natoota ...” 

Jabba became livid. Furiously he motioned to Oola. “Boscka!” 

Jabba pushed a button as he released Oola’s chain. Before she 
could flee, a grating trap door in the floor dropped open, and she 
tumbled into the pit below. The door snapped shut instantly. A 
moment of silence, followed by a low, rumbling roar, followed by 
a terrified shriek was followed once more by silence. 

Jabba laughed until he slobbered. A dozen revelers hurried 
over to peer through the grate, to observe the demise of the 
nubile dancer. 

Threepio shrank even lower and looked for support to the 
carbonite form of Han Solo, suspended in bas relief above the 
floor. Now there was a human without a sense of protocol, 
thought Threepio wistfully. 

His reverie was interrupted by an unnatural quiet that suddenly 
fell over the room. He looked up to see Bib Fortuna making his 
way through the crowd, accompanied by two Gamorrean guards, 
and followed by a fierce-looking cloaked-and-helmeted bounty 
hunter who led his captive prize on a leash: Chewbacca, the 
Wookiee. 

Threepio gasped, stunned. “Oh, no! Chewbacca!” The future 
was looking very bleak indeed. 

Bib muttered a few words into Jabba’s ear, pointing to the 
bounty hunter and his captive. Jabba listened intently. The 
bounty hunter was humanoid, small and mean: a belt of 
cartridges was slung across his jerkin and an eye-slit in his 
helmet-mask gave the impression of his being able to see through 
things. He bowed low, then spoke in fluent Ubese. “Greetings, 
Majestic One. I am Boushh.” It was a metallic language, well- 
adapted to the rarefied atmosphere of the home planet from 
which this nomadic species arose. 

Jabba answered in the same tongue, though his Ubese was 
stilted and slow. “At last someone has brought me the mighty 
Chewbacca ...” He tried to continue, but stuttered on the word he 
wanted. With a roaring laugh, he turned toward Threepio. 
“Where’s my talkdroid?” he boomed, motioning Threepio to come 


closer. Reluctantly, the courtly robot obeyed. 

Jabba ordered him congenially. “Welcome our mercenary 
friend and ask his price for the Wookiee.” 

Threepio translated the message to the bounty hunter. Boushh 
listened carefully, simultaneously studying the feral creatures 
around the room, possible exits, possible hostages, vulnerable 
points. He particularly noticed Boba Fett—standing near the door 
—the steel-masked mercenary who had caught Han Solo. 

Boushh assessed this all in a moment’s moment, then spoke 
evenly in his native tongue to Threepio. “I will take fifty 
thousand, no less.” 

Threepio quietly translated for Jabba, who immediately 
became enraged and knocked the golden droid off the raised 
throne with a sweep of his massive tail. Threepio clattered in a 
heap on the floor, where he rested momentarily, uncertain of the 
correct protocol in this situation. 

Jabba raved on in guttural Huttese, Boushh shifted his weapon 
to a more usable position. Threepio sighed, struggled back onto 
the throne, composed himself, and translated for Boushh—loosely 
—what Jabba was saying. 

“Twenty-five thousand is all he’ll pay ...” Threepio instructed. 

Jabba motioned his pig guards to take Chewbacca, as two 
jawas covered Boushh. Boba Fett, also raised his weapon. Jabba 
added, to Threepio’s translation: “Twenty five thousand, plus his 
life.” 

Threepio translated. The room was silent, tense, uncertain. 
Finally Boushh spoke, softly, to Threepio. 

“Tell that swollen garbage bag he’ll have to do better than that, 
or they’ll be picking his smelly hide out of every crack in this 
room. I’m holding a thermal detonator.” 

Threepio suddenly focused on the small silver ball Boushh held 
partially concealed in his left hand. It could be heard humming a 
quiet, ominous hum. Threepio looked nervously at Jabba, then 
back at Boushh. 

Jabba barked at the droid. “Well? What did he say?” 

Threepio cleared his throat. “Your Grandness, he, uh ... He—” 

“Out with it, droid!” Jabba roared. 

“Oh, dear,” Threepio fretted. He inwardly prepared himself for 
the worst, then spoke to Jabba in flawless Huttese. “Boushh 
respectfully disagrees with Your Exaltedness, and begs you to 


reconsider the amount ... or he will release the thermal detonator 
he is holding.” 

Instantly a disturbed murmuring circled in the room. Everyone 
backed up several feet, as if that would help. Jabba stared at the 
ball clenched in the bounty hunter’s hand. It was beginning to 
glow. Another tense hush came over the onlookers. 

Jabba stared malevolently at the bounty hunter for several long 
seconds. Then, slowly, a satisfied grin crept over his vast, ugly 
mouth. From the bilious pit of his belly, a laugh rose like gas ina 
mire. “This bounty hunter is my kind of scum. Fearless and 
inventive. Tell him thirty-five, no more—and warn him not to 
press his luck.” 

Threepio felt greatly relieved by this turn of events. He 
translated for Boushh. Everyone studied the bounty hunter 
closely for his reaction; guns were readied. 

Then Boushh released a switch on the thermal detonator, and it 
went dead. “Zeebuss,” he nodded. 

“He agrees,” Threepio said to Jabba. 

The crowd cheered; Jabba relaxed. “Come, my friend, join our 
celebration. I may find other work for you.” Threepio translated, 
as the party resumed in depraved revelry. 

Chewbacca growled under his breath, as he was led away by 
the Gamorreans. He might have cracked their heads just for being 
so ugly, or to remind everyone present what a Wookiee was made 
of—but near the door he spotted a familiar face. Hidden behind a 
half-mask of pit-boar teeth was a human in the uniform of a skiff 
guard—Lando Calrissian. Chewbacca gave no sign of recognition; 
nor did he resist the guard who now escorted him from the room. 

Lando had managed to infiltrate this nest of maggots months 
earlier to see if it was possible to free Solo from Jabba’s 
imprisonment. He’d done this for several reasons. 

First, because he felt (correctly) that it was his fault Han was in 
this predicament, and he wanted to make amends—provided, of 
course, he could do so without getting hurt. Blending in here, like 
just one of the pirates, was no problem for Lando, though— 
mistaken identity was a way of life with him. 

Second, he wanted to join forces with Han’s buddies at the top 
of the Rebel Alliance. They were out to beat the Empire, and he 
wanted nothing more in his life now than to do just that. The 
Imperial police had moved in on his action once too often; so this 


was a grudge match, now. Besides, Lando liked being part of 
Solo’s crowd, since they seemed to be right up at the business end 
of all the action against the Empire. 

Third, Princess Leia had asked him to help, and he just never 
could refuse a princess asking for help. Besides, you never knew 
how she might thank you some day. 

Finally, Lando would have bet anything that Han simply could 
not be rescued from this place—and Lando just plain couldn’t 
resist a bet. 

So he spent his days watching a lot. Watching and calculating. 
That’s what he did now, as Chewie was led away—he watched, 
and then he faded into the stonework. 

The band started playing, led by a blue, flop-eared jizz-wailer 
named Max Rebo. Dancers flooded the floor. The courtiers 
hooted, and brewed their brains a bit more. 

Boushh leaned against a column, surveying the scene. His gaze 
swept coolly over the court, taking in the dancers, the smokers, 
the rollers, the gamblers ... until it came to rest squarely on an 
equally unflappable stare from across the room. Boba Fett was 
watching him. 

Boushh shifted slightly, posturing with his weapon cradled like 
a loving child. Boba Fett remained motionless, an arrogant sneer 
all but visible behind his ominous mask. 


Pig guards led Chewbacca though the unlit dungeon corridor. A 
tentacle coiled out one of the doors to touch the brooding 
Wookiee. 

“Rheeaaahhr!” he screamed, and the tentacle shot back into its 
cell. 

The next door was open. Before Chewie fully realized what was 
happening, he was hurled forcefully into the cell by all the 
guards. The door slammed shut, locking him in darkness. 

He raised his head and let out a long, pitiful howl that carried 
through the entire mountain of iron and sand up to the infinitely 
patient sky. 


The throne room was quiet, dark, and empty as night filled its 
littered corners. Blood, wine, and saliva stained the floor, shreds 
of tattered clothing hung from the fixtures, unconscious bodies 


curled under broken furniture. The party was over. 

A dark figure moved silently among the shadows, pausing 
behind a column here, a statue there. He made his way stealthily 
along the perimeter of the room, stepping once over a snoring 
Yak Face. He never made a sound. This was Boushh, the bounty 
hunter. 

He reached the curtained alcove beside which the slab that was 
Han Solo hung suspended by a force field on the wall. Boushh 
looked around furtively, then flipped a switch near the side of the 
carbonite coffin. The humming of the force field wound down, 
and the heavy monolith slowly lowered to the floor. 

Boushh stepped up and studied the frozen face of the space 
pirate. He touched Solo’s carbonized cheek, curiously, as if it 
were a rare, precious stone. Cold and hard as diamond. 

For a few seconds he examined the controls at the side of the 
slab, then activated a series of switches. Finally, after one last, 
hesitant, glance at the living statue before him, he slid the 
decarbonization lever into place. 

The casing began to emit a high-pitched sound. Anxiously 
Boushh peered all around again, making certain no one heard. 
Slowly, the hard shell that was covering the contours of Solo’s 
face started to melt away. Soon, the coating was gone from the 
entire front of Solo’s body, freeing his upraised hands—so long 
frozen in protest—to fall slackly to his sides. His face relaxed into 
what looked like nothing so much as a death-mask. Boushh 
extracted the lifeless body from its casing and lowered it gently to 
the floor. 

He leaned his gruesome helmet close to Solo’s face, listening 
closely for signs of life. No breath. No pulse. With a start, Han’s 
eyes suddenly snapped open, and he began to cough. Boushh 
steadied him, tried to quiet him—there were still guards who 
might hear. 

“Quiet!” he whispered. “Just relax.” 

Han squinted up at the dim form above him. “I can’t 
see ... What’s happening?” He was, understandably, disoriented, 
after having been in suspended animation for six of this desert 
planet’s months—a period that was, to him, timeless. It had been 
a grim sensation—as if for an eternity he’d been trying to draw 
breath, to move, to scream, every moment in conscious, painful 
asphyxiation—and now suddenly he was dumped into a loud, 


black, cold pit. 

His senses assaulted him all at once. The air bit at his skin with 
a thousand icy teeth; the opacity of his sight was impenetrable; 
wind seemed to rush around his ears at hurricane volumes; he 
couldn’t feel which way was up; the myriad smells filling his nose 
made him nauseous, he couldn’t stop salivating, all his bones hurt 
—and then came the visions. 

Visions from his childhood, from his last breakfast, from 
twenty-seven piracies ... as if all the images and memories of his 
life had been crammed into a balloon, and the balloon popped 
and they all came bursting out now, randomly, in a single 
moment. It was nearly overwhelming, it was sensory overload; or 
more precisely, memory overload. Men had gone mad, in these 
first minutes following decarbonization, hopelessly, utterly mad— 
unable ever again to reorganize the ten-billion individual images 
that comprised a lifespan into any kind of coherent, selective 
order. 

Solo wasn’t that susceptible. He rode the surge of this tide of 
impressions until it settled down to a churning backwash, 
submerging the bulk of his memories, leaving only the most 
recent flotsam to foam on the surface: his betrayal by Lando 
Calrissian, whom he’d once called friend; his ailing ship; his last 
view of Leia; his capture by Boba Fett, the iron-masked bounty 
hunter who ... 

Where was he now? What had happened? His last image was of 
Boba Fett watching him turn into carbonite. Was this Fett again 
now, come to thaw him for more abuse? The air roared in his 
ears, his breathing felt irregular, unnatural. He batted his hand in 
front of his face. 

Boushh tried to reassure him. “You’re free of the carbonite and 
have hibernation sickness. Your eyesight will return in time. 
Come, we must hurry if we’re to leave this place.” 

Reflexively Han grabbed the bounty hunter, felt at the grated 
face-mask, then drew back. “I’m not going anywhere—I don’t 
even know where I am.” He began sweating profusely as his heart 
once again churned blood, and his mind groped for answers. 
“Who are you, anyway?” he demanded suspiciously. Perhaps it 
was Fett after all. 

The bounty hunter reached up and pulled the helmet away 
from his head revealing, underneath, the beautiful face of 


Princess Leia. 
“One who loves you,” she whispered, taking his face tenderly 
in her still-gloved hands and kissing him long on the lips. 


LI, 


HAN strained to see her, though he had the eyes of a newborn. 
“Leia! Where are we?” 

“Jabba’s palace. I’ve got to get you out of here quick.” 

He sat up shakily. “Everything’s a blur ... P’m not going to be 
much help ...” 

She looked at him a long moment, her blinded love—she’d 
traveled light-years to find him, risked her life, lost hard-won 
time needed sorely by the Rebellion, time she couldn’t really 
afford to throw away on personal quests and private 
desires ... but she loved him. 

Tears filled her eyes. “We’ll make it,” she whispered. 

Impulsively, she embraced him and kissed him again. He, too, 
was flooded with emotion all at once—back from the dead, the 
beautiful princess filling his arms, snatching him from the teeth 
of the void. He felt overwhelmed. Unable to move, even to speak, 
he held her tightly, his blind eyes closed fast against all the 
sordid realities that would come rushing in soon enough. 

Sooner than that, as it happened. A repulsive squishing sound 
suddenly became all too obvious behind them. Han opened his 
eyes, but could still see nothing. Leia looked up to the alcove 
beyond, and her gaze turned to an expression of horror. For the 
curtain had been drawn away, and the entire area, floor to 
ceiling, was composed of a gallery of the most disgusting 
miscreants of Jabba’s court—gawking, salivating, wheezing. 

Leia’s hand shot up to her mouth. 

“What is it?” Han pressed her. Something obviously was 
terribly wrong. He stared into his own blackness. 

An obscene cackle rose from the other side of the alcove. A 


Huttese cackle. 

Han held his head, closed his eyes again, as if to keep away the 
inevitable for just one more moment. “I know that laugh.” 

The curtain on the far side was suddenly drawn open. There sat 
Jabba, Ishi Tib, Bib, Boba, and several guards. They all laughed, 
kept laughing, laughed to punish. 

“My, my, what a touching sight,” Jabba purred. “Han, my boy, 
your taste in companions has improved, even if your luck has 
not.” 

Even blind, Solo could slide into smooth talk easier than a 
spice-eater. “Listen, Jabba, I was on my way back to pay you 
when I got a little side-tracked. Now I know we’ve had our 
differences, but I’m sure we can work this out ...” 

This time Jabba genuinely chuckled. “It’s too late for that, Solo. 
You may have been the best smuggler in the business, but now 
you're Bantha fodder.” He cut short his smile and gestured to his 
guards. “Take him.” 

Guards grabbed Leia and Han. They dragged the Corellian 
pirate off, while Leia continued struggling where she was. 

“T will decide how to kill him later,” Jabba muttered. 

“Pll pay you triple,” Solo called out. “Jabba, you’re throwing 
away a fortune. Don’t be a fool.” Then he was gone. 

From the rank of guards, Lando quickly moved forward, took 
hold of Leia, and attempted to lead her away. 

Jabba stopped them. “Wait! Bring her to me.” 

Lando and Leia halted in mid-stride. Lando looked tense, 
uncertain what to do. It wasn’t quite time to move yet. The odds 
still weren’t just right. He knew he was the ace-in-the-hole, and 
an ace-in-the-hole was something you had to know how to play to 
win. 

“PI be all right,” Leia whispered. 

“Pm not so sure,” he replied. But the moment was past; there 
was nothing else to be done now. He and Ishi Tib, the Birdlizard, 
dragged the young princess to Jabba. 

Threepio, who’d been watching everything from his place 
behind Jabba, could watch no more. He turned away in dread. 

Leia, on the other hand, stood tall before the loathsome 
monarch. Her anger ran high. With all the galaxy at war, for her 
to be detained on this dustball of a planet by this petty 
scumdealer was more outrageous than she could tolerate. Still, 


she kept her voice calm; for she was, in the end, a princess. “We 
have powerful friends Jabba. You will soon regret this ...” 

“Tm sure, I’m sure,” the old gangster rumbled with glee, “but 
in the meantime, I will thoroughly enjoy the pleasure of your 
company.” 

He pulled her eagerly to him until their faces were mere inches 
apart, her belly pressed to his oily snake skin. She thought about 
killing him outright, then and there. But she held her ire in check, 
since the rest of these vermin might have killed her before she 
could escape with Han. Better odds were sure to come later. So 
she swallowed hard and, for the time being, put up with this 
slimepot as best she could. 

Threepio peeked out momentarily, then immediately withdrew 
again. “Oh no, I can’t watch.” 

Foul beast that he was, Jabba poked his fat, dripping tongue 
out to the princess, and slopped a beastly kiss squarely on her 
mouth. 


Han was thrown roughly into the dungeon cell; the door 
crashed shut behind him. He fell to the floor in the darkness, then 
picked himself up and sat against the wall. After a few moments 
of pounding the ground with his fist, he quieted down and tried 
to organize his thoughts. 

Darkness. Well, blast it, blind is blind. No use wishing for 
moondew on a meteorite. Only it was so frustrating, coming out 
of deep-freeze like that, saved by the one person who ... 

Leia! The star captain’s stomach dropped at the thought of 
what must be happening to her now. If only he knew where he 
was. Tentatively he knocked on the wall behind him. Solid rock. 

What could he do? Bargain, maybe. But what did he have to 
bargain with? Dumb question, he thought—when did I ever have 
to have something before I could bargain with it? 

What, though? Money? Jabba had more than he could ever 
count. Pleasures? Nothing could give Jabba more pleasure than to 
defile the princess and kill Solo. No, things were bad—in fact, it 
didn’t look like they could get much worse. 

Then he heard the growl. A low, formidable snarl from out of 
the dense blackness at the far corner of the cell, the growl of a 
large and angry beast. 


The hair on Solo’s arms stood on end. Quickly he rose, his back 
to the wall. “Looks like I’ve got company,” he muttered. 

The wild creature bellowed out an insane “Groawwwwr!” and 
raced straight at Solo, grabbing him ferociously around the chest, 
lifting him several feet into the air, squeezing off his breathing. 

Han was totally motionless for several long seconds—he 
couldn’t believe his ears. “Chewie, is that you!?” 

The giant Wookiee barked with joy. 

For the second time in an hour, Solo was overcome with 
happiness; but this was an entirely different matter. “All right, all 
right, wait a second, you’re crushing me.” 

Chewbacca put his friend down. Han reached up and scratched 
his partner’s chest; Chewie cooed like a pup. 

“Okay, what’s going on around here, anyway?” Han was 
instantly back on track. Here was unbelievably good fortune— 
here was someone he could make a plan with. And not only 
someone, but his most loyal friend in the galaxy. 

Chewie filled him in at length. “Arh arhaghh shpahrgh rahr 
aurowwwrahrah grop rahp rah.” 

“Lando’s plan? What is he doing here?” 

Chewie barked extensively. 

Han shook his head. “Is Luke crazy? Why’d you listen to him? 
That kid can’t even take care of himself, let alone rescue anyone.” 

“Rowr ahrgh awf ahraroww rowh rohngr grerff rf rf.” 

“A Jedi Knight? Come on. I’m out of it for a little while and 
everybody gets delusions ...” 

Chewbacca growled insistently. 

Han nodded dubiously in the blackness. “Pll believe it when I 
see it—” he commented, walking stoutly into the wall. “If you’ll 
excuse the expression.” 


The iron main gate of Jabba’s palace scraped open harshly, 
oiled only with sand and time. Standing outside in the dusty gale, 
staring into the black cavernous entranceway, was Luke 
Skywalker. 

He was clad in the robe of the Jedi Knight—a cassock, really— 
but bore neither gun nor lightsaber. He stood loosely, without 
bravado, taking a measure of the place before entering. He was a 
man now. Wiser, like a man—older more from loss than from 


years. Loss of illusions, loss of dependency. Loss of friends, to 
war. Loss of sleep, to stress. Loss of laughter. Loss of his hand. 

But of all his losses, the greatest was that which came from 
knowledge, and from the deep recognition that he could never 
un-know what he knew. So many things he wished he’d never 
learned. He had aged with the weight of this knowledge. 

Knowledge brought benefits, of course. He was less impulsive 
now. Manhood had given him perspective, a framework in which 
to fit the events of his life—that is, a lattice of spatial and time 
coordinates spanning his existence, back to earliest memories, 
ahead to a hundred alternative futures. A lattice of depths, and 
conundrums, and interstices, through which Luke could peer at 
any new event in his life, peer at it with perspective. A lattice of 
shadows and corners, rolling back to the vanishing point on the 
horizon of Luke’s mind. And all these shadow boxes that lent such 
perspective to things ... well, this lattice gave his life a certain 
darkness. 

Nothing of substance, of course—and in any case, some would 
have said this shading gave a depth to his personality, where 
before it had been thin, without dimension—though such a 
suggestion probably would have come from jaded critics, 
reflecting a jaded time. Nonetheless, there was a certain darkness, 
now. 

There were other advantages to knowledge: rationality, 
etiquette, choice. Choice, of them all, was a true double-edged 
sword; but it did have its advantages. 

Furthermore he was skilled in the craft of the Jedi now, where 
before he’d been merely precocious. 

He was more aware now. 

These were all desirable attributes, to be sure; and Luke knew 
as well as anyone that all things alive must grow. Still, it carried 
a certain sadness, the sum of all this knowledge. A certain sense 
of regret. But who could afford to be a boy in times such as 
these? 

Resolutely, Luke strode into the arching hallway. 

Almost immediately two Gamorreans stepped up, blocking his 
path. One spoke in a voice that did not invite debate. “No 
chuba!” 

Luke raised his hand and pointed at the guards. Before either 
could draw a weapon, they were both clutching their own 


throats, choking, gasping. They fell to their knees. 

Luke lowered his hand and walked on. The guards, suddenly 
able to breathe again, slumped to the sand-drifted steps. They 
didn’t follow. 

Around the next corner Luke was met by Bib Fortuna. Fortuna 
began speaking as he approached the young Jedi, but Luke never 
broke stride, so Bib had to reverse his direction in mid-sentence 
and hurry along with Skywalker in order to carry on a 
conversation. 

“You must be the one called Skywalker. His Excellency will not 
see you.” 

“T will speak to Jabba, now,” Luke spoke evenly, never slowing. 
They passed several more guards at the next crossing, who fell in 
behind them. 

“The great Jabba is asleep,” Bib explained. “He has instructed 
me to tell you there will be no bargains—” 

Luke stopped suddenly, and stared at Bib. He locked eyes with 
the major-domo, raised his hand slightly, took a minutely inward 
turn. “You will take me to Jabba, now.” 

Bib paused, tilted his head a fraction. What were his 
instructions? Oh, yes, now he remembered. “I will take you to 
Jabba now.” 

He turned and walked down the twisting corridor that led to 
the throne chamber. Luke followed him into the gloom. 

“You serve your master well,” he whispered in Bib’s ear. 

“I serve my master well,” Bib nodded with conviction. 

“You are sure to be rewarded,” Luke added. 

Bib smiled smugly. “I am sure to be rewarded.” 

As Luke and Bib entered Jabba’s court, the level of tumult 
dropped precipitously as if Luke’s presence had a cooling effect. 
Everyone felt the change. 

The lieutenant and the Jedi Knight approached the throne. 
Luke saw Leia seated there, now, by Jabba’s belly. She was 
chained at the neck and dressed in the skimpy costume of a 
dancing girl. He could feel her pain immediately, from across the 
room—but he said nothing, didn’t even look at her, shut her 
anguish completely out of his mind. For he needed to focus his 
attention entirely on Jabba. 

Leia, for her part, sensed this at once. She closed her mind to 
Luke, to keep herself from distracting him; yet at the same time 


she kept it open, ready to receive any sliver of information she 
might need to act. She felt charged with possibilities. 

Threepio peeked out from behind the throne as Bib walked up. 
For the first time in many days, he scanned his hope program. 
“Ah! At last Master Luke’s come to take me away from all this,” 
he beamed. 

Bib stood proudly before Jabba. “Master, I present Luke 
Skywalker, Jedi Knight.” 

“T told you not to admit him,” the gangster-slug growled in 
Huttese. 

“T must be allowed to speak,” Luke spoke quietly, though his 
words were heard throughout the hall. 

“He must be allowed to speak,” Bib concurred thoughtfully. 

Jabba, furious, bashed Bib across the face and sent him reeling 
to the floor. “You weak-minded fool! He’s using an old Jedi mind 
trick!” 

Luke let all the rest of the motley horde that surrounded him 
melt into the recesses of his consciousness, to let Jabba fill his 
mind totally. “You will bring Captain Solo and the Wookiee to 
me.” 

Jabba smiled grimly. “Your mind powers will not work on me, 
boy. I am not affected by your human thought pattern.” Then, as 
an afterthought: “I was killing your kind when being a Jedi meant 
something.” 

Luke altered his stance somewhat, internally and externally. 
“Nevertheless, I am taking Captain Solo and his friends. You can 
either profit from this ... or be destroyed. It’s your choice, but I 
warn you not to underestimate my powers.” He spoke in his own 
language, which Jabba well understood. 

Jabba laughed the laugh of a lion cautioned by a mouse. 

Threepio, who had been observing this interplay intently, 
leaned forward to whisper to Luke: “Master, you’re standing—” A 
guard abruptly restrained the concerned droid, though, and 
pulled him back to his place. 

Jabba cut short his laugh with a scowl. “There will be no 
bargain, young Jedi. I shall enjoy watching you die.” 

Luke raised his hand. A pistol jumped out of the holster of a 
nearby guard and landed snugly in the Jedi’s palm. Luke pointed 
the weapon at Jabba. 

Jabba spat. “Boscka!” 


The floor suddenly dropped away, sending Luke and his guard 
crashing into the pit below. The trap door immediately closed 
again. All the beasts of the court rushed to the floor-grating and 
looked down. 

“Luke!” yelled Leia. She felt part of her self torn away, pulled 
down into the pit with him. She started forward, but was held in 
check by the manacle around her throat. Raucous laughter 
crowded in from everywhere at once, set her on edge. She poised 
to flee. 

A human guard touched her shoulder. She looked. It was 
Lando. Imperceptibly, he shook his head No. Imperceptibly, her 
muscles relaxed. This wasn’t the right moment, he knew—but it 
was the right hand. All the cards were here, now—Luke, Han, 
Leia, Chewbacca ... and old Wild Card Lando. He just didn’t want 
Leia revealing the hand before all the bets were out. The stakes 
were just too high. 

In the pit below, Luke picked himself up off the floor. He found 
he was now in a large cavelike dungeon, the walls formed of 
craggy boulders pocked with lightless crevices. The half-chewed 
bones of countless animals were strewn over the floor, smelling of 
decayed flesh and twisted fear. 

Twenty-five feet above him, in the ceiling, he saw the iron 
grating through which Jabba’s repugnant courtiers peered. 

The guard beside him suddenly began to scream 
uncontrollably, as a door in the side of the cave slowly rumbled 
open. With infinite calm, Luke surveyed his surroundings as he 
removed his long robe down to his Jedi tunic, to give him more 
freedom of movement. He backed quickly to the wall and 
crouched there, watching. 

Out of the side passage emerged the giant Rancor. The size of 
an elephant, it was somehow reptilian, somehow as unformed as 
a nightmare. Its huge screeching mouth was asymmetrical in its 
head, its fangs and claws set all out of proportion. It was clearly a 
mutant, and wild as all unreason. 

The guard picked up the pistol from the dirt where it had fallen 
and began firing laser bursts at the hideous monster. This only 
made the beast angrier. It lumbered toward the guard. 

The guard kept firing. Ignoring the laser blasts, the beast 
grabbed the hysterical guard, popped him into its slavering jaws, 
and swallowed him in a gulp. The audience above cheered, 


laughed, and threw coins. 

The monster then turned and started for Luke. But the Jedi 
Knight leaped eight meters straight up and grabbed onto the 
overhead grate. The crowd began to boo. Hand over hand, Luke 
traversed the grating toward the corner of the cave, struggling to 
maintain his grip as the audience jeered his efforts. One hand 
slipped on the oily grid, and he dangled precariously over the 
baying mutant. 

Two jawas ran across the top of the grate. They mashed Luke’s 
fingers with their rifle butts; once again, the crowd roared its 
approval. 

The Rancor pawed at Luke from below, but the Jedi dangled 
just out of reach. Suddenly Luke released his hold and dropped 
directly onto the eye of the howling monster; he then tumbled to 
the floor. 

The Rancor screamed in pain and stumbled, swatting its own 
face to knock away the agony. It ran in circles a few times, then 
spotted Luke again and came at him. Luke stooped down to pick 
up the long bone of an earlier victim. He brandished it before 
him. The gallery above thought this was hilarious and hooted in 
delight. 

The monster grabbed Luke and brought him up to its salivating 
mouth. At the last moment, though, Luke wedged the bone deep 
in the Rancor’s mouth and jumped to the floor as the beast began 
to gag. The Rancor bellowed and flailed about, running headlong 
into a wall. Several rocks were dislodged, starting an avalanche 
that nearly buried Luke, as he crouched deep in a crevice near the 
floor. The crowd clapped in unison. 

Luke tried to clear his mind. Fear is a great cloud, Ben used to 
tell him. It makes the cold colder and the dark darker; but let it 
rise and it will dissolve. So Luke let it rise past the clamor of the 
beast above him, and examined ways he might turn the sad 
creature’s rantings on itself. 

It was not an evil beast, that much was clear. Had it been 
purely malicious, its wickedness could easily have been turned on 
itself—for pure evil, Ben had said, was always self-destructive in 
the end. But this monster wasn’t bad—merely dumb and 
mistreated. Hungry and in pain, it lashed out at whatever came 
near. For Luke to have looked on that as evil would only have 
been a projection of Luke’s own darker aspects—it would have 


been false, and it certainly wouldn’t have helped him out of this 
situation. 

No, he was going to have to keep his mind clear—that was all 
—and just outwit the savage brute, to put it out of its misery. 

Most preferable would have been to set it loose in Jabba’s 
court, but that seemed unlikely. He considered, next, giving the 
creature the means to do itself in—to end its own pain. 
Unfortunately, the creature was far too angered to comprehend 
the solace of the void. Luke finally began studying the specific 
contours of the cave, to try to come up with a specific plan. 

The Rancor, meanwhile, had knocked the bone from its mouth 
and, enraged, was scrabbling through the rubble of fallen rocks, 
searching for Luke. Luke, though his vision was partially 
obscured by the pile that still sheltered him, could see now past 
the monster, to a holding cave beyond—and beyond that, to a 
utility door. If only he could get to it. 

The Rancor knocked away a boulder and spotted Luke recoiling 
in the crevice. Voraciously, it reached in to pluck the boy out. 
Luke grabbed a large rock and smashed it down on the creature’s 
finger as hard as he could. As the Rancor jumped, howling in pain 
once more, Luke ran for the holding cave. 

He reached the doorway and ran in. Before him, a heavy barred 
gate blocked the way. Beyond this gate, the Rancor’s two keepers 
sat eating dinner. They looked up as Luke entered, then stood and 
walked toward the gate. 

Luke turned around to see the monster coming angrily after 
him. He turned back to the gate and tried to open it. The keepers 
poked at him with their two-pronged spears, jabbed at him 
through the bars, laughing and chewing their food, as the Rancor 
drew closer to the young Jedi. 

Luke backed against the side wall, as the Rancor reached in the 
room for him. Suddenly he saw the restraining-door control panel 
halfway up the opposite wall. The Rancor began to enter the 
holding room, closing for the kill, when all at once Luke picked 
up a skull off the floor and hurled it at the panel. 

The panel exploded in a shower of sparks, and the giant iron 
overhead restraining door came crashing down on the Rancor’s 
head, crushing it like an axe smashing through a ripe 
watermelon. 

Those in the audience above gasped as one, then were silent. 


They were ail truly stunned at this bizarre turn of events. They all 
looked to Jabba, who was apoplectic with rage. Never had he felt 
such fury. Leia tried to hide her delight, but was unable to keep 
from smiling, and this increased Jabba’s anger even further. 
Harshly he snapped at his guards: “Get him out of there. Bring me 
Solo and the Wookiee. They will all suffer for this outrage.” 

In the pit below, Luke stood calmly as several of Jabba’s 
henchmen ran in, clapped him in bonds, and ushered him out. 

The Rancor keeper wept openly and threw himself down on the 
body of his dead pet. Life would be a lonely proposition for him 
from that day. 


Han and Chewie were led before the steaming Jabba. Han still 
squinted and stumbled every few feet. Threepio stood behind the 
Hutt, unbearably apprehensive. Jabba kept Leia on a short tether, 
stroking her hair to try to calm himself. A constant murmuring 
filled the room, as the rabble speculated on what was going to 
happen to whom. 

With a flurry, several guards—including Lando Calrissian— 
dragged Luke in across the room. To give them passage, the 
courtiers parted like an unruly sea. When Luke, too, was standing 
before the throne, he nudged Solo with a smile. “Good to see you 
again, old buddy.” 

Solo’s face lit up. There seemed to be no end to the number of 
friends he kept bumping into. “Luke! Are you in this mess now, 
too?” 

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Skywalker smiled. For just a moment, he 
almost felt like a boy again. 

“Well, how we doing?” Han raised his eyebrows. 

“Same as always,” said Luke. 

“Oh-oh,” Solo replied under his breath. He felt one hundred 
percent relaxed. Just like old times—but a second later, a bleak 
thought chilled him. 

“Where’s Leia? Is she ...” 

Her eyes had been fixed on him from the moment he’d entered 
the room, though—guarding his spirit with her own. When he 
spoke of her now, she responded instantly, calling from her place 
on Jabba’s throne. “I’m all right, but I don’t know how much 
longer I can hold off your slobbering friend, here.” She was 


intentionally cavalier, to put Solo at ease. Besides, the sight of all 
of her friends there at once made her feel nearly invincible. Han, 
Luke, Chewie, Lando—even Threepio was skulking around 
somewhere, trying to be forgotten. Leia almost laughed out loud, 
almost punched Jabba in the nose. She could barely restrain 
herself. She wanted to hug them all. 

Suddenly Jabba shouted; the entire room was immediately 
silent. “Talkdroid!” 

Timidly, Threepio stepped forward and with an embarrassed, 
self-effacing head gesture, addressed the captives. “His High 
Exaltedness, the great Jabba the Hutt, has decreed that you are to 
be terminated immediately.” 

Solo said loudly, “That’s good, I hate long waits ...” 

“Your extreme offense against His Majesty,” Threepio went on, 
“demands the most torturous form of death ...” 

“No sense in doing things halfway,” Solo cracked. Jabba could 
be so pompous, sometimes, and now with old Goldenrod, there, 
making his pronouncements ... 

No matter what else, Threepio simply hated being interrupted. 
He collected himself, nonetheless, and continued. “You will be 
taken to the Dune Sea, where you will be thrown into the Great 
Pit of Carkoon—” 

Han shrugged, then turned to Luke. “That doesn’t sound too 
bad.” 

Threepio ignored the interruption, “... the resting place of the 
all-powerful Sarlacc. In his belly you will find a new definition of 
pain and suffering, as you slowly digest for a thousand years.” 

“On second thought we could pass on that,” Solo reconsidered. 
A thousand years was a bit much. 

Chewie barked his whole-hearted agreement. 

Luke only smiled. “You should have bargained, Jabba. This is 
the last mistake you'll ever make.” Luke was unable to suppress 
the satisfaction in his voice. He found Jabba despicable—a leech 
of the galaxy, sucking the life from whatever he touched. Luke 
wanted to burn the villain, and so was actually rather glad Jabba 
had refused to bargain—for now Luke would get his wish 
precisely. Of course, his primary objective was to free his friends, 
whom he loved dearly; it was this concern that guided him now, 
above all else. But in the process, to free the universe of this 
gangster slug—this was a prospect that tinted Luke’s purpose 


with an ever-so-slightly dark satisfaction. 

Jabba chortled evilly. “Take them away.” At last, a bit of pure 
pleasure on an otherwise dreary day—feeding the Sarlacc was the 
only thing he enjoyed as much as feeding the Rancor. Poor 
Rancor. 

A loud cheer rose from the crowd as the prisoners were carried 
off. Leia looked after them with great concern; but when she 
caught a glimpse of Luke’s face she was stirred to see it still fixed 
in a broad, genuine smile. She sighed deeply, to expel her doubts. 


Jabba’s giant antigravity Sail Barge glided slowly over the 
endless Dune Sea. Its sand-blasted iron hull creaked in the slight 
breeze, each puff of wind coughing into the two huge sails as if 
even nature suffered some terminal malaise wherever it came 
near Jabba. He was belowdecks, now, with most of his court, 
hiding the decay of his spirit from the cleansing sun. 

Alongside the barge, two small skiffs floated in formation—one 
an escort craft, bearing six scruffy soldiers; the other, a gun skiff, 
containing the prisoners: Han, Chewie, Luke. They were all in 
bonds, and surrounded by armed guards—Barada, two Weequays. 
And Lando Calrissian. 

Barada was the no-nonsense sort, and not likely to let anything 
get out of hand. He carried a long-gun as if he wanted nothing 
more than to hear it speak. 

The Weequays were an odd sort. They were brothers, leathery 
and bald save for a tribal top-knot, braided and worn to the side. 
No one was certain whether Weequay was the name of their 
tribe, or their species; or whether all in their tribe were brothers, 
or all were named Weequays. It was known only that these two 
were called by this name, and that they treated all other creatures 
indifferently. With each other they were gentle, even tender; but 
like Barada, they seemed anxious for the prisoners to misbehave. 

And Lando, of course, remained silent, ready—waiting for an 
opportunity. This reminded him of the lithium scam he’d run on 
Pesmenben IV—they’d salted the dunes there with lithium 
carbonate, to con this Imperial governor into leasing the planet. 
Lando, posing as a nonunion mine guard, had made the governor 
lie face down in the bottom of the boat and throw his bribe 
overboard when the “union officials” raided them. They’d gotten 


away scot-free on that one; Lando expected this job would go 
much the same, except they might have to throw the guards 
overboard as well. 

Han kept his ear tuned, for his eyes were still useless. He spoke 
with reckless disregard, to put the guards at ease—to get them 
used to his talking and moving, so when the time came for him 
really to move, they’d be a critical fraction behind his mark. And, 
of course—as always—he spoke just to hear himself speak. 

“I think my sight is getting better,” he said, squinting over the 
sand. “Instead of a big dark blur, I see a big bright blur.” 

“Believe me, you’re not missing anything.” Luke smiled. “I 
grew up here.” 

Luke thought of his youth on Tatooine, living on his uncle’s 
farm, cruising in his souped-up landspeeder with his few friends 
—sons of other settlers, sitting their own lonely outposts. Nothing 
ever to do here, really, for man or boy, but cruise the 
monotonous dunes and try to avoid the peevish Tusken Raiders 
who guarded the sand as if it were gold-dust. Luke knew this 
place. 

He’d met Obi-Wan Kenobi, here—old Ben Kenobi, the hermit 
who’d lived in the wilderness since nobody knew when. The man 
who’d first shown Luke the way of the Jedi. 

Luke thought of him now with great love, and great sorrow. 
For Ben was, more than anyone, the agent of Luke’s discoveries 
and losses—and discoveries of losses. 

Ben had taken Luke to Mos Eisley, the pirate city on the 
western face of Tatooine, to the cantina where they’d first met 
Han Solo, and Chewbacca the Wookiee. Taken him there after 
Imperial stormtroopers had murdered Uncle Owen and Aunt 
Beru, searching for the fugitive droids, Artoo and Threepio. 

That’s how it had all started for Luke, here on Tatooine. Like a 
recurring dream he knew this place; and he had sworn then that 
he would never return. 

“T grew up here,” he repeated softly. 

“And now we're going to die here,” Solo replied. 

“I wasn’t planning on it,” Luke shook himself out of his reverie. 

“If this is your big plan, so far ’m not crazy about it.” 

“Jabba’s palace was too well guarded. I had to get you out of 
there. Just stay close to Chewie and Lando. We’ll take care of 
everything.” 


“I can hardly wait.” Solo had a sinking feeling this grand 
escape depended on Luke’s thinking he was a Jedi—a 
questionable premise at best, considering it was an extinct 
brotherhood that had used a Force he didn’t really believe in 
anyway. A fast ship and a good blaster are what Han believed in, 
and he wished he had them now. 


Jabba sat in the main cabin of the Sail Barge, surrounded by 
his entire retinue. The party at the palace was simply continuing, 
in motion—the result being a slightly wobblier brand of 
carousing—more in the nature of a prelynching celebration. So 
blood lust and belligerence were testing new levels. 

Threepio was way out of his depth. At the moment, he was 
being forced to translate an argument between Ephant Mon and 
Ree-Yees, concerning a point of quark warfare that was 
marginally beyond him. Ephant Mon, a bulky upright 
pachydermoid with an ugly, betusked snout, was taking (to 
Threepio’s way of thinking) an untenable position. However, on 
his shoulder sat Salacious Crumb, the insane little reptilian 
monkey who had the habit of repeating verbatim everything 
Ephant said, thereby effectively doubling the weight of Ephant’s 
argument. 

Ephant concluded the oration with a typically bellicose avowal. 
“Woossie jawamba boog!” 

To which Salacious nodded, then added, “Woossie jawamba 
boog!” 

Threepio didn’t really want to translate this to Ree-Yees, the 
three-eyed goat-face who was already drunk as a spicer, but he 
did. 

All three eyes dilated in fury. “Backawa! Backawa!” Without 
further preamble, he punched Ephant Mon in the snout, sending 
him flying into a school of Squid Heads. 

See-Threepio felt this response needed no translation, and took 
the opportunity to slip to the rear—where he promptly bumped 
into a small droid serving drinks. The drinks spilled everywhere. 

The stubby little droid let out a fluent series of irate beeps, 
toots, and whistles—recognizable to Threepio instantly. He 
looked down in utter relief. “Artoo! What are you doing here?” 

“doooWEEp chWHRrrrree bedzhng.” 


“I can see you're serving drinks. But this place is dangerous. 
They’re going to execute Master Luke, and if we’re not careful, us 
too!” 

Artoo whistled—a bit nonchalantly, as far as Threepio was 
concerned. “I wish I had your confidence,” he replied glumly. 

Jabba chuckled to see Ephant Mon go down—he loved a good 
beating. He especially loved to see strength crumble, to see the 
proud fall. 

He tugged, with his swollen fingers, on the chain attached to 
Princess Leia’s neck. The more resistance he met with, the more 
he drooled—until hed drawn the struggling, scantily-clad 
princess close to him once more. 

“Don’t stray too far, my lovely. Soon you will begin to 
appreciate me.” He pulled her very near and forced her to drink 
from his glass. 

Leia opened her mouth and she closed her mind. It was 
disgusting, of course; but there were worse things, and in any 
case, this wouldn’t last. 

The worse things she knew well. Her standard of comparison 
was the night she’d been tortured by Darth Vader. She had almost 
broken. The Dark Lord never knew how close he’d come to 
extracting the information he wanted from her, the location of 
the Rebel base. He had captured her just after she’d managed to 
send Artoo and Threepio for help—captured her, taken her to the 
Death Star, injected her with mind-weakening chemicals ... and 
tortured her. 

Tortured her body first, with his efficient pain-droids. Needles, 
pressure points, fire-knives, electrojabbers. She’d endured these 
pains, as she now endured Jabba’s loathsome touch—with a 
natural, inner strength. 

She slid a few feet away from Jabba, now, as his attention was 
distracted—moved to peer out the slats in the louvered windows, 
to squint through the dusty sunlight at the skiff on which her 
rescuers were being carried. 

It was stopping. 

The whole convoy was stopping, in fact, over a huge sand pit. 
The Sail Barge moved to one side of the giant depression, with 
the escort skiff. The prisoners’ skiff hovered directly over the pit, 
though, perhaps twenty feet in the air. 

At the bottom of the deep cone of sand, a repulsive, mucus- 


lined, pink, membranous hole puckered, almost unmoving. The 
hole was eight feet in diameter, its perimeter clustered with three 
rows of inwardly-directed needle-sharp teeth. Sand stuck to the 
mucus that lined the sides of the opening, occasionally sliding 
into the black cavity at the center. 

This was the mouth of the Sarlacc. 

An iron plank was extended over the side of the prisoners’ skiff. 
Two guards untied Luke’s bonds and shoved him gruffly out onto 
the plank, straight above the orifice in the sand, now beginning 
to undulate in peristaltic movement and salivate with increased 
mucus secretion as it smelled the meat it was about to receive. 

Jabba moved his party up to the observation deck. 

Luke rubbed his wrists to restore circulation. The heat 
shimmering off the desert warmed his soul—for finally, this 
would always be his home. Born and bred in a Bantha patch. He 
saw Leia standing at the rail of the big barge, and winked. She 
winked back. 

Jabba motioned Threepio to his side, then mumbled orders to 
the golden droid. Threepio stepped up to the comlink. Jabba 
raised his arm, and the whole motley array of intergalactic 
pirates fell silent. Threepio’s voice arose, amplified by the 
loudspeaker. 

“His Excellency hopes you will die honorably,” Threepio 
announced. This did not scan at all. Someone had obviously 
mislaid the correct program. Nonetheless, he was only a droid, his 
functions well delineated. Translation only, no free will please. He 
shook his head and continued. “But should any of you wish to 
beg for mercy, Jabba will now listen to your pleas.” 

Han stepped forward to give the bloated slime pot his last 
thoughts, in case all else failed. “You tell that slimy piece of 
worm-ridden filth—” 

Unfortunately, Han was facing into the desert, away from the 
Sail Barge. Chewie reached over and turned Solo around, so he 
was now properly facing the piece of worm-ridden filth he was 
addressing. 

Han nodded, without stopping. “—worm-ridden filth he’ll get 
no such pleasure from us.” 

Chewie made a few growly noises of general agreement. 

Luke was ready. “Jabba, this is your last chance,” he shouted. 
“Free us or die.” He shot a quick look to Lando, who moved 


unobtrusively toward the back of the skiff. This was it, Lando 
figured—they’d just toss the guards overboard and take off under 
everyone’s nose. 

The monsters on the barge roared with laughter. Artoo, during 
this commotion, rolled silently up the ramp to the side of the 
upper deck. 

Jabba raised his hand, and his minions were quiet. “I’m sure 
you're right, my young Jedi friend,” he smiled. Then he turned 
his thumb down. “Put him in.” 

The spectators cheered, as Luke was prodded to the edge of the 
plank by Weequay. Luke looked up at Artoo, standing alone by 
the rail, and flipped the little droid a jaunty salute. At that 
prearranged signal, a flap slid open in Artoo’s domed head, and a 
projectile shot high into the air and curved in a gentle arc over 
the desert. 

Luke jumped off the plank; another bloodthirsty cheer went up. 
In less than a second, though, Luke had spun around in freefall, 
and caught the end of the plank with his fingertips. The thin 
metal bent wildly from his weight, paused near to snapping, then 
catapulted him up. In mid-air he did a complete flip and dropped 
down in the middle of the plank—the spot he’d just left, only now 
behind the confused guards. Casually, he extended his arm to his 
side, palm up—and suddenly, his lightsaber, which Artoo had 
shot sailing toward him, dropped neatly into his open hand. 

With Jedi speed, Luke ignited his sword and attacked the guard 
at the skiff-edge of the plank, sending him, screaming, overboard 
into the twitching mouth of the Sarlacc. 

The other guards swarmed toward Luke. Grimly he waded into 
them, lightsaber flashing. 

His own lightsaber—not his father’s. He had lost his father’s in 
the duel with Darth Vader in which he’d lost his hand as well. 
Darth Vader, who had told Luke he was his father. 

But this lightsaber Luke had fashioned himself, in Obi-Wan 
Kenobi’s abandoned hut on the other side of Tatooine—made 
with the old Master Jedi’s tools and parts, made with love and 
craft and dire need. He wielded it now as if it were fused to his 
hand; as if it were an extension of his own arm. This lightsaber, 
truly, was Luke’s. 

He cut through the onslaught like a light dissolving shadows. 

Lando grappled with the helmsman, trying to seize the controls 


of the skiff. The helmsman’s laser pistol fired, blasting the nearby 
panel; and the skiff lurched to the side, throwing another guard 
into the pit, knocking everyone else into a pile on the deck. Luke 
picked himself up and ran toward the helmsman, lightsaber 
raised. The creature retreated at the overpowering sight, 
stumbled ... and he, too, went over the edge, into the maw. 

The bewildered guard landed in the soft, sandy slope of the pit 
and began an inexorable slide down toward the toothy, viscous 
opening. He clawed desperately at the sand, screaming. Suddenly 
a muscled tentacle oozed out of the Sarlacc’s mouth, slithered up 
the caked sand, coiled tightly around the helmsman’s ankle, and 
pulled him into the hole with a grotesque slurp. 

All this happened in a matter of seconds. When he saw what 
was happening, Jabba exploded in a rage, and yelled furious 
commands at those around him. In a moment, there was general 
uproar, with creatures running through every door. It was during 
this directionless confusion that Leia acted. 

She jumped onto Jabba’s throne, grabbed the chain which 
enslaved her, and wrapped it around his bulbous throat. Then she 
dove off the other side of the support, pulling the chain violently 
in her grasp. The small metal rings buried themselves in the loose 
folds of the Hutt’s neck, like a garrote. 

With a strength beyond her own strength, she pulled. He 
bucked with his huge torso, nearly breaking her fingers, nearly 
yanking her arms from their sockets. He could get no leverage, 
his bulk was too unwieldy. But just his sheer mass was almost 
enough to break any mere physical restraint. 

Yet Leia’s hold was not merely physical. She closed her eyes, 
closed out the pain in her hands, focused all of her life-force— 
and all it was able to channel—into squeezing the breath from 
the horrid creature. 

She pulled, she sweated, she visualized the chain digging 
millimeter by millimeter deeper into Jabba’s windpipe—as Jabba 
wildly thrashed, frantically twisted from this least expected of 
foes. 

With a last gasping effort, Jabba tensed every muscle and 
lurched forward. His reptilian eyes began to bulge from their 
sockets as the chain tightened; his oily tongue flopped from his 
mouth. His thick tail twitched in spasms of effort, until he finally 
lay still—deadweight. 


Leia set about trying to free herself from the chain at her neck, 
while outside, the battle began to rage. 

Boba Fett ignited his rocket pack, leaped into the air, and with 
a single effort flew down from the barge to the skiff just as Luke 
finished freeing Han and Chewie from their bonds. Boba aimed 
his laser gun at Luke, but before he could fire, the young Jedi 
spun around, sweeping his lightsword in an arc that sliced the 
bounty hunter’s gun in half. 

A series of blasts suddenly erupted from the large cannon on 
the upper deck of the barge, hitting the skiff broadside, and 
rocking it forty degrees askew. Lando was tossed from the deck, 
but at the last moment he grabbed a broken strut and dangled 
desperately above the Sarlacc. This development was definitely 
not in his game plan, and he vowed to himself never again to get 
involved in a con that he didn’t run from start to finish. 

The skiff took another direct hit from the barge’s deck gun, 
throwing Chewie and Han against the rail. Wounded, the 
Wookiee howled in pain. Luke looked over at his hairy friend; 
whereupon Boba Fett, taking advantage of that moment of 
distraction, fired a cable from out of his armored sleeve. 

The cable wrapped itself several times around Luke, pinning his 
arms to his sides, his sword arm now free only from the wrist 
down. He bent his wrist, so the lightsaber pointed straight 
up ... and then spun toward Boba along the cable. In a moment, 
the lightsaber touched the end of the wire lasso, cutting through 
it instantly. Luke shrugged the cable away, just as another blast 
hit the skiff, knocking Boba unconscious to the deck. 
Unfortunately this explosion also dislodged the strut from which 
Lando was hanging, sending him careening into the Sarlacc pit. 

Luke was shaken by the explosion, but unhurt. Lando hit the 
sandy slope, shouted for help, and tried to scramble out. The 
loose sand only tumbled him deeper toward the gaping hole. 
Lando closed his eyes and tried to think of all the ways he might 
give the Sarlacc a thousand years of indigestion. He bet himself 
three to two he could outlast anybody else in the creature’s 
stomach. Maybe if he talked that last guard out of his uniform ... 

“Don’t move!” Luke screamed, but his attention was 
immediately diverted by the incoming second skiff, full of guards 
firing their weapons. 

It was a Jedi rule-of-thumb, but it took the soldiers in the 


second skiff by surprise: when outnumbered, attack. This drives 
the force of the enemy in toward himself. Luke jumped directly 
into the center of the skiff and immediately began decimating 
them in their midst with lightning sweeps of his lightsaber. 

Back in the other boat, Chewie tried to untangle himself from 
the wreckage, as Han struggled blindly to his feet. Chewie barked 
at him, trying to direct him toward a spear lying loose on the 
deck. 

Lando screamed, starting to slide closer to the glistening jaws. 
He was a gambling man, but he wouldn’t have taken long odds 
on his chances of escape right now. 

“Don’t move, Lando!” Han called out. “I’m coming!” Then, to 
Chewie: “Where is it, Chewie?” He swung his hands frantically 
over the deck as Chewie growled directions, guiding Solo’s 
movements. At last, Han locked onto the spear. 

Boba Fett stumbled up just then, still a little dizzy from the 
exploding shell. He looked over at the other skiff, where Luke 
was in a pitched battle with six guards. With one hand Boba 
steadied himself on the rail; with the other he aimed his weapon 
at Luke. 

Chewie barked at Han. 

“Which way?” shouted Solo. Chewie barked. 

The blinded space pirate swung his long spear in Boba’s 
direction. Instinctively, Fett blocked the blow with his forearm; 
again, he aimed at Luke. “Get out of my way, you blind fool,” he 
cursed Solo. 

Chewie barked frantically. Han swung his spear again, this time 
in the opposite direction, landing the hit squarely in the middle 
of Boba’s rocket pack. 

The impact caused the rocket to ignite. Boba blasted off 
unexpectedly, shooting over the second skiff like a missile and 
ricocheting straight down into the pit. His armored body slid 
quickly past Lando and rolled without pause into the Sarlacc’s 
mouth. 

“Rrgrrowrrbroo fro bo,” Chewie growled. 

“He did?” Solo smiled. “I wish I could have seen that—” 

A major hit from the barge deck gun flipped the skiff on its 
side, sending Han and almost everything else overboard. His foot 
caught on the railing, though, leaving him swinging precariously 
above the Sarlacc. The wounded Wookiee tenaciously held on to 


the twisted debris astern. 

Luke finished going through his adversaries on the second skiff, 
assessed the problem quickly, and leaped across the chasm of 
sand to the sheer metal side of the huge barge. Slowly, he began 
a hand-over-hand climb up the hull, toward the deck gun. 

Meanwhile, on the observation deck, Leia had been 
intermittently struggling to break the chain which bound her to 
the dead gangster, and hiding behind his massive carcass 
whenever some guard ran by. She stretched her full length, now, 
trying to retrieve a discarded laser pistol—to no avail. 
Fortunately, Artoo at last came to her rescue, after having first 
lost his bearings and rolled down the wrong plank. 

He zipped up to her finally, extended a cutting appendage from 
the side of his casing, and sliced through her bonds. 

“Thanks, Artoo, good work. Now let’s get out of here.” 

They raced for the door. On the way, they passed Threepio, 
lying on the floor, screaming, as a giant, tuberous hulk named 
Hermi Odle sat on him. Salacious Crumb, the reptilian monkey- 
monster, crouched by Threepio’s head, picking out the golden 
droid’s right eye. 

“No! No! Not my eyes!” Threepio screamed. 

Artoo sent a bolt of charge into Hermi Odle’s backside, sending 
him wailing through a window. A similar flash blasted Salacious 
to the ceiling, from which he didn’t come down. Threepio quickly 
rose, his eye dangling from a sheaf of wires; then he and Artoo 
hurriedly followed Leia out the back door. 

The deck gun blasted the tilting skiff once more, shaking out 
virtually everything that remained inside except Chewbacca. 
Desperately holding on with his injured arm, he was stretching 
over the rail, grasping the ankle of the dangling Solo, who was, in 
turn, sightlessly reaching down for the terrified Calrissian. Lando 
had managed to stop his slippage by lying very still. Now, every 
time he reached up for Solo’s outstretched arm, the loose sand 
slid him a fraction closer to the hungry hole. He sure hoped Solo 
wasn’t still holding that silly business back on Bespin against him. 

Chewie barked another direction at Han. 

“Yeah, I know, I can see a lot better now—it must be all the 
blood rushing to my head.” 

“Great,” Lando called up. “Now could you just grow a few 
inches taller?” 


The deck gunners on the barge were lining up this human 
chain in their sights for the coup de grace, when Luke stepped in 
front of them, laughing like a pirate king. He lit his lightsaber 
before they could squeeze off a shot; a moment later they were 
smoking corpses. 

A company of guards suddenly rushed up the steps from the 
lower decks, firing. One of the blasts shot Luke’s lightsaber from 
his hand. He ran down the deck, but was quickly surrounded. 
Two of the soldiers manned the deck gun again. Luke looked at 
his hand; the mechanism was exposed—the complex steel-and- 
circuit construction that replaced his real hand, which Vader had 
cut off in their last encounter. 

He flexed the mechanism; it still worked. 

The deck gunners fired at the skiff below. It hit to the side of 
the small boat. The shock wave almost knocked Chewie loose, but 
in tipping the boat further, Han was able to grab onto Lando’s 
wrist. 

“Pull!” Solo yelled at the Wookiee. 

“Tm caught!” screamed Calrissian. He looked down in panic to 
see one of the Sarlacc’s tentacles slowly wrap around his ankle. 
Talk about a wild card—they kept changing the rules every five 
minutes in this game. Tentacles! What kind of odds was anybody 
gonna give on tentacles? Very long, he decided with a fatalistic 
grunt; long, and sticky. 

The deck gunners realigned their sights for the final kill, but it 
was all over for them before they could fire—Leia had 
commandeered the second deck gun, at the other end of the ship. 
With her first shot she blasted the rigging that stood between the 
two deck guns. With her second shot she wiped out the first deck 
gun. 

The explosions rocked the great barge, momentarily distracting 
the five guards who surrounded Luke. In that moment he reached 
out his hand, and the lightsaber, lying on the deck ten feet away, 
flew into it. He leaped straight up as two guards fired at him— 
their laser bolts killed each other. He ignited his blade in the air 
and, swinging it as he came down, mortally wounded the others. 

He yelled to Leia across the deck. “Point it down!” 

She tilted the second deck gun into the deck and nodded to 
Threepio at the rail. 

Artoo, beside him, beeped wildly. 


“I can’t, Artoo!” Threepio cried. “It’s too far to 
jump ... aaahhh!” 

Artoo butted the golden droid over the edge, and then stepped 
off himself, tumbling head over wheels toward the sand. 

Meanwhile, the tug-of-war was continuing between the Sarlacc 
and Solo, with Baron Calrissian as the rope and the prize. 
Chewbacca held Han’s leg, braced himself on the rail, and 
succeeded in pulling a laser pistol out of the wreckage with his 
other hand. He aimed the gun toward Lando, then lowered it, 
barking his concern. 

“He’s right!” Lando called out. “It’s too far!” 

Solo looked up. “Chewie, give me the gun.” 

Chewbacca gave it to him. He took it with one hand, still 
holding on to Lando with the other. 

“Now, wait a second, pal,” Lando protested, “I thought you 
were blind.” 

“Tm better, trust me,” Solo assured him. 

“Do I have a choice? Hey! A little higher, please.” He lowered 
his head. 

Han squinted ... pulled the trigger ... and scored a direct hit on 
the tentacle. The wormy thing instantly released its grip, 
slithering back into its own mouth. 

Chewbacca pulled mightily, drawing first Solo back into the 
boat—and then Lando. 

Luke, meantime, gathered Leia up in his left arm; with his right 
he grabbed a hold of a rope from the rigging of the half blown- 
down mast, and with his foot kicked the trigger of the second 
deck gun—and jumped into the air as the cannon exploded into 
the deck. 

The two of them swung on the swaying rope, all the way down 
to the empty, hovering escort skiff. Once there, Luke steered it 
over to the still-listing prison skiff, where he helped Chewbacca, 
Han, and Lando on board. 

The Sail Barge continued exploding behind them. Half of it was 
now on fire. 

Luke guided the skiff around beside the barge, where See- 
Threepio’s legs could be seen sticking straight up out of the sand. 
Beside them, Artoo-Detoo’s periscope was the only part of his 
anatomy visible above the dune. The skiff stopped just above 
them and lowered a large electromagnet from its compartment in 


the boat’s helm. With a loud clang, the two droids shot out of the 
sand and locked to the magnet’s plate. 

“Ow,” groaned Threepio. 

“beeeDOO dwEET!” Artoo agreed. 

In a few minutes, they were all in the skiff together, more or 
less in one piece; and for the first time, they looked at one 
another and realized they were all in the skiff together, more or 
less in one piece. There was a great, long moment of hugging, 
laughing, crying, and beeping. Then someone accidentally 
squeezed Chewbacca’s wounded arm, and he bellowed; and then 
they all ran about, securing the boat, checking the perimeters, 
looking for supplies—and sailing away. 

The great Sail Barge settled slowly in a chain of explosions and 
violent fires, and—as the little skiff flew quietly off across the 
desert—disappeared finally in a brilliant conflagration that was 
only partially diminished by the scorching afternoon light of 
Tatooine’s twin suns. 


Lids 


THE sandstorm obscured everything—sight, breath, thought, 
motion. The roar of it alone was disorienting, sounding like it 
came from everywhere at once, as if the universe were composed 
of noise, and this was its chaotic center. 

The seven heroes walked step by step through the murky gale, 
holding on to one another so as not to get lost. Artoo was first, 
following the signal of the homing device which sang to him in a 
language not garbled by the wind. Threepio came next, then Leia 
guiding Han, and finally Luke and Lando, supporting the 
hobbling Wookiee. 

Artoo beeped loudly, and they all looked up: vague, dark 
shapes could be seen through the typhoon. 

“T don’t know,” shouted Han. “All I can see is a lot of blowing 
sand.” 

“That’s all any of us can see,” Leia shouted back. 

“Then I guess I’m getting better.” 

For a few steps, the dark shapes grew darker; and then out of 
the darkness, the Millennium Falcon appeared, flanked by Luke’s 
X-wing and a two-seater Y-wing. As soon as the group huddled 
under the bulk of the Falcon, the wind died down to something 
more describable as a severe weather condition. Threepio hit a 
switch, and the gangplank lowered with a hum. 

Solo turned to Skywalker. “I’ve got to hand it to you, kid, you 
were pretty good out there.” 

Luke shrugged it off. “I had a lot of help.” He started toward 
his X-wing. 

Han stopped him, his manner suddenly quieter, even serious. 
“Thanks for coming after me, Luke.” 


Luke felt embarrassed for some reason. He didn’t know how to 
respond to anything but a wisecrack from the old pirate. “Think 
nothing of it,” he finally said. 

“No, Pm thinkin’ a lot about it. That carbon freeze was the 
closest thing to dead there is. And it wasn’t just sleepin’, it was a 
big, wide awake Nothin’.” 

A Nothing from which Luke and the others had saved him—put 
their own lives in great peril at his expense, for no other reason 
than that ... he was their friend. This was a new idea for the 
cocky Solo—at once terrible and wonderful. There was jeopardy 
in this turn of events. It made him feel somehow blinder than 
before, but visionary as well. It was confusing. Once, he was 
alone; now he was a part. 

That realization made him feel indebted, a feeling he’d always 
abhorred; only now the debt was somehow a new kind of bond, a 
bond of brotherhood. It was even freeing, in a strange way. 

He was no longer so alone. 

No longer alone. 

Luke saw a difference had come over his friend, like a sea 
change. It was a gentle moment; he didn’t want to disturb it. So 
he only nodded. 

Chewie growled affectionately at the young Jedi warrior, 
mussing his hair like a proud uncle. And Leia warmly hugged 
him. 

They all had great love for Solo, but somehow it was easier to 
show it by being demonstrative to Luke. 

“PIL see you back at the fleet,” Luke called, moving toward his 
ship. 

“Why don’t you leave that crate and come with us?” Solo 
nudged. 

“I have a promise I have to keep first ... to an old friend.” A 
very old friend, he smiled to himself in afterthought. 

“Well, hurry back,” Leia urged. “The entire Alliance should be 
assembled by now.” She saw something in Luke’s face; she 
couldn’t put a name to it, but it scared her, and simultaneously 
made her feel closer to him. “Hurry back,” she repeated. 

“T will,” he promised. “Come on, Artoo.” 

Artoo rolled toward the X-wing, beeping a farewell to Threepio. 

“Good-bye, Artoo,” Threepio called out fondly. “May the maker 
bless you. You will watch out for him, won’t you, Master Luke?” 


But Luke and the little droid were already gone, on the far side 
of the flyer. 

The others stood without moving for a moment, trying to see 
their futures in the swirling sand. 

Lando jarred them awake. “Come on, let’s get off this miserable 
dirt ball.” His luck here had been abominable; he hoped to fare 
better in the next game. It would be house rules for a while, he 
knew; but he might be able to load a few dice along the way. 

Solo clapped him on the back. “Guess I owe you some thanks, 
too, Lando.” 

“Figured if I left you frozen like that you’d just give me bad 
luck the rest of my life, so I might as well get you unfrozen 
sooner, as later.” 

“He means ‘you’re welcome.’” Leia smiled. “We all mean 
you’re welcome.” She kissed Han on the cheek to say it personally 
one more time. 

They all headed up the ramp of the Falcon. Solo paused just 
before going inside and gave the ship a little pat. “You’re lookin’ 
good, old girl. I never thought I’d live to see you again.” 

He entered at last, closing the hatch behind him. 

Luke did the same in the X-wing. He strapped himself into the 
cockpit, started up the engines, felt the comfortable roar. He 
looked at his damaged hand: wires crossed aluminum bones like 
spokes in a puzzle. He wondered what the solution was. Or the 
puzzle, for that matter. He pulled a black glove over the exposed 
infrastructure, set the X-wing’s controls, and for the second time 
in his life, he rocketed off his home planet, into the stars. 


The Super Star Destroyer rested in space above the half- 
completed Death Star battle station and its green neighbor, 
Endor. The Destroyer was a massive ship, attended by numerous 
smaller warships of various kinds, which hovered or darted 
around the great mother ship like children of different ages and 
temperaments: medium range fleet cruisers, bulky cargo vessels, 
TIE fighter escorts. 

The main bay of the Destroyer opened, space-silent. An 
Imperial shuttle emerged and accelerated toward the Death Star, 
accompanied by four squads of fighters. 

Darth Vader watched their approach on the view-screen in the 


control room of the Death Star. When docking was imminent, he 
marched out of the command center, followed by Commander 
Jerjerrod and a phalanx of Imperial stormtroopers, and headed 
toward the docking bay. He was about to welcome his master. 

Vader’s pulse and breathing were machine-regulated, so they 
could not quicken; but something in his chest became more 
electric around his meetings with the Emperor; he could not say 
how. A feeling of fullness, of power, of dark and demon mastery 
—of secret lusts, unrestrained passion, wild submission—all these 
things were in Vader’s heart as he neared his Emperor. These 
things and more. 

When he entered the docking bay, thousands of Imperial troops 
snapped to attention with a momentous clap. The shuttle came to 
rest on the pod. Its ramp lowered like a dragon jaw, and the 
Emperor’s royal guard ran down, red robes flapping, as if they 
were licks of flame shooting out the mouth to herald the angry 
roar. They poised themselves at watchful guard in two lethal 
rows beside the ramp. Silence filled the great hall. At the top of 
the ramp, the Emperor appeared. 

Slowly, he walked down. A small man was he, shriveled with 
age and evil. He supported his bent frame on a gnarled cane and 
covered himself with a long, hooded robe—much like the robe of 
the Jedi, only black. His shrouded face was so thin of flesh it was 
nearly a skull; his piercing yellow eyes seemed to burn through 
all at which they stared. 

When the Emperor reached the bottom of the ramp, 
Commander Jerjerrod, his general’s, and Lord Vader all kneeled 
before him. The Supreme Dark Ruler beckoned to Vader, and 
began walking down the row of troops. 

“Rise, my friend. I would talk with you.” 

Vader rose, and accompanied his master. They were followed 
in procession by the Emperor’s courtiers, the royal guard, 
Jerjerrod, and the Death Star elite guard, with mixed reverence 
and fear. 

Vader felt complete at the Emperor’s side. Though the 
emptiness at his core never left him, it became a glorious 
emptiness in the glare of the Emperor’s cold light, an exalted void 
that could encompass the universe. And someday would 
encompass the universe ... when the Emperor was dead. 

For that was Vader’s final dream. When he’d learned all he 


could of the dark power from this evil genius, to take that power 
from him, seize it and keep its cold light at his own core—kill the 
Emperor and devour his darkness, and rule the universe. Rule 
with his son at his side. 

For that was his other dream—to reclaim his boy, to show Luke 
the majesty of this shadow force: why it was so potent, why he’d 
chosen rightly to follow its path. And Luke would come with him, 
he knew. That seed was sown. They would rule together, father 
and son. 

His dream was very close to realization, he could feel it; it was 
near. Each event fell into place, as he’d nudged it, with Jedi 
subtlety; as he’d pressed, with delicate dark strength. 

“The Death Star will be completed on schedule, my master,” 
Vader breathed. 

“Yes, I know,” replied the Emperor. “You have done well, Lord 
Vader ... and now I sense you wish to continue your search for 
the young Skywalker.” 

Vader smiled beneath his armored mask. The Emperor always 
knew the sense of what was in his heart; even if he didn’t know 
the specifics. “Yes, my master.” 

“Patience, my friend,” the Supreme Ruler cautioned. “You 
always had difficulty showing patience. In time, he will seek you 
out ... and when he does, you must bring him before me. He has 
grown strong. Only together can we turn him to the dark side of 
the Force.” 

“Yes, my master.” Together, they would corrupt the boy—the 
child of the father. Great, dark glory. For soon, the old Emperor 
would die—and though the galaxy would bend from the horror of 
that loss, Vader would remain to rule, with young Skywalker at 
his side. As it was always meant to be. 

The Emperor raised his head a degree, scanning all the possible 
futures. “Everything is proceeding as I have foreseen.” 

He, like Vader, had plans of his own—plans of spiritual 
violation, the manipulation of lives and destinies. He chuckled to 
himself, savoring the nearness of his conquest: the final seduction 
of the young Skywalker. 


Luke left his X-wing parked at the edge of the water and 
carefully picked his way through the adjoining swamp. A heavy 


mist hung in layers about him. Jungle steam. A strange insect 
flew at him from out of a cluster of hanging vines, fluttered 
madly about his head, and vanished. In the undergrowth, 
something snarled. Luke concentrated momentarily. The snarling 
stopped. Luke walked on. 

He had terribly ambivalent feelings about this place. Dagobah. 
His place of tests, of training to be a Jedi. This was where he’d 
truly learned to use the Force, to let it flow through him to 
whatever end he directed it. So he’d learned how caretaking he 
must be in order to use the Force well. It was walking on light; 
but to a Jedi it was as stable as an earthen floor. 

Dangerous creatures lurked in this swamp; but to a Jedi, none 
were evil. Voracious quicksand mires waited, still as pools; 
tentacles mingled with the hanging vines. Luke knew them all, 
now, they were all part of the living planet, each integral to the 
Force of which he, too, was a pulsing aspect. 

Yet there were dark things here, as well—unimaginably dark, 
reflections of the dark corners of his soul. He’d seen these things 
here. He’d run from them, he’d struggled with them; he’d even 
faced them. He’d vanquished some of them. 

But some still cowered here. These dark things. 

He climbed around a barricade of gnarled roots, slippery with 
moss. On the other side, a smooth, unimpeded path led straight in 
the direction he wanted to go; but he did not take it. Instead, he 
plunged once more into the undergrowth. 

High overhead, something black and flapping approached, then 
veered away. Luke paid no attention. He just kept walking. 

The jungle thinned a bit. Beyond the next bog, Luke saw it— 
the small, strangely-shaped dwelling, its odd little windows 
shedding a warm yellow light in the damp rain-forest. He skirted 
the mire, and crouching low, entered the cottage. 

Yoda stood smiling inside, his small green hand clutching his 
walking stick for support. “Waiting for you I was,” he nodded. 

He motioned Luke to sit in a corner. The boy was struck by 
how much more frail Yoda’s manner seemed—a tremor to the 
hand, a weakness to the voice. It made Luke afraid to speak, to 
betray his shock at the old master’s condition. 

“That face you make,” Yoda crinkled his tired brow cheerfully. 
“Look I so bad to young eyes?” 

He tried to conceal his woeful countenance, shifting his 


position in the cramped space. “No, Master ... of course not.” 

“T do, yes, I do!” the tiny Jedi Master chuckled gleefully. “Sick 
I’ve become. Yes. Old and weak.” He pointed a crooked finger at 
his young pupil. “When nine hundred years old you reach, look as 
good you will not.” 

The creature hobbled over to his bed, still chuckling and, with 
great effort, lay down. “Soon will I rest. Yes, forever sleep. Earned 
it, I have.” 

Luke shook his head. “You can’t die, Master Yoda—I won’t let 
you.” 

“Trained well, and strong with the Force are you—but not that 
strong! Twilight is upon me, and soon night must fall. That is the 
way of things ... the way of the Force.” 

“But I need your help,” Luke insisted. “I want to complete my 
training.” The great teacher couldn’t leave him now—there was 
too much, still, to understand. And he’d taken so much from Yoda 
already, and as yet given back nothing. He had much he wanted 
to share with the old creature. 

“No more training do you require,” Yoda assured him. “Already 
know you that which you need.” 

“Then I am a Jedi?” Luke pressed. No. He knew he was not, 
quite. Something still lacked. 

Yoda wrinkled up his wizened features. “Not yet. One thing 
remains. Vader ... Vader you must confront. Then, only then, a 
full Jedi you'll be. And confront him you will, sooner or later.” 

Luke knew this would be his test, it could not be otherwise. 
Every quest had its focus, and Vader was inextricably at the core 
of Luke’s struggle. It was agonizing for him to put the question to 
words; but after a long silence, he again spoke to the old Jedi. 
“Master Yoda—is Darth Vader my father?” 

Yoda’s eyes filled with a weary compassion. This boy was not 
yet a man complete. A sad smile creased his face, he seemed 
almost to grow smaller in his bed. “A rest I need. Yes. A rest.” 

Luke stared at the dwindling teacher, trying to give the old one 
strength, just by the force of his love and will. “Yoda, I must 
know,” he whispered. 

“Your father he is,” Yoda said simply. 

Luke closed his eyes, his mouth, his heart, to keep away the 
truth of what he knew was true. 

“Told you, did he?” Yoda asked. 


Luke nodded, but did not speak. He wanted to keep the 
moment frozen, to shelter it here, to lock time and space in this 
room, so it could never escape into the rest of the universe with 
this terrible knowledge, this unrelenting truth. 

A look of concern filled Yoda’s face. “Unexpected this is, and 
unfortunate—” 

“Unfortunate that I know the truth?” A bitterness crept into 
Luke’s voice, but he couldn’t decide if it was directed at Vader, 
Yoda, himself, or the universe at large. 

Yoda gathered himself up with an effort that seemed to take all 
his strength. “Unfortunate that you rushed to face him—that 
incomplete your training was... that not ready for the burden 
were you. Obi-Wan would have told you long ago, had I let 
him ... now a great weakness you carry. Fear for you, I do. Fear 
for you, yes.” A great tension seemed to pass out of him and he 
closed his eyes. 

“Master Yoda, I’m sorry.” Luke trembled to see the potent Jedi 
so weak. 

“I know, but face Vader again you must, and sorry will not 
help.” He leaned forward, and beckoned Luke close to him. Luke 
crawled over to sit beside his master. Yoda continued, his voice 
increasingly frail. “Remember, a Jedi’s strength flows from the 
Force. When you rescued your friends, you had revenge in your 
heart. Beware of anger, fear, and aggression. The dark side are 
they. Easily they flow, quick to join you in a fight. Once you start 
down the dark path, forever will it dominate your destiny.” 

He lay back in bed, his breathing became shallow. Luke waited 
quietly, afraid to move, afraid to distract the old one an iota, lest 
it jar his attention even a fraction from the business of just 
keeping the void at bay. 

After a few minutes, Yoda looked at the boy once more, and 
with a maximum effort, smiled gently, the greatness of his spirit 
the only thing keeping his decrepit body alive. “Luke—of the 
Emperor beware. Do not underestimate his powers, or suffer your 
father’s fate you will. When gone I am ... last of the Jedi will you 
be. Luke, the Force is strong in your family. Pass on what 
you ... have... learned ...” He began to falter, he closed his eyes. 
“There ... is... another ... sky ...” 

He caught his breath, and exhaled, his spirit passing from him 
like a sunny wind blowing to another sky. His body shivered 


once; and he disappeared. 

Luke sat beside the small, empty bed for over an hour, trying to 
fathom the depth of this loss. It was unfathomable. 

His first feeling was one of boundless grief. For himself, for the 
universe. How could such a one as Yoda be gone forever? It felt 
like a black, bottomless hole had filled his heart, where the part 
that was Yoda had lived. 

Luke had known the passing of old mentors before. It was 
helplessly sad; and inexorably, a part of his own growing. Is this 
what coming of age was, then? Watching beloved friends grow 
old and die? Gaining a new measure of strength or maturity from 
their powerful passages? 

A great weight of hopelessness settled upon him, just as all the 
lights in the little cottage flickered out. For several more minutes 
he sat there, feeling it was the end of everything, that all the 
lights in the universe had flickered out. The last Jedi, sitting in a 
swamp, while the entire galaxy plotted the last war. 

A chill came over him, though, disturbing the nothingness into 
which his consciousness had lapsed. He shivered, looked around. 
The gloom was impenetrable. 

He crawled outside and stood up. Here in the swamp, nothing 
had changed. Vapor congealed, to drip from dangling roots back 
into the mire, in a cycle it had repeated a million times, would 
repeat forever. Perhaps there was his lesson. If so, it cut his 
sadness not a whit. 

Aimlessly he made his way back to where his ship rested. Artoo 
rushed up, beeping his excited greeting; but Luke was 
disconsolate, and could only ignore the faithful little droid. Artoo 
whistled a brief condolence, then remained respectfully silent. 

Luke sat dejectedly on a log, put his head in his hands, and 
spoke softly to himself. “I can’t do it. I can’t go on alone.” 

A voice floated down to him on the dim mist. “Yoda and I will 
be with you always.” It was Ben’s voice. 

Luke turned around swiftly to see the shimmering image of 
Obi-Wan Kenobi standing behind him. “Ben!” he whispered. 
There were so many things he wanted to say, they rushed 
through his mind all in a whirl, like the churning, puffed cargo of 
a ship in a maelstrom. But one question rose quickly to the 
surface above all the others. “Why, Ben? Why didn’t you tell 
me?” 


It was not an empty question. “I was going to tell you when 
you had completed your training,” the vision of Ben answered. 
“But you found it necessary to rush off unprepared. I warned you 
about your impatience.” His voice was unchanged, a hint of 
scolding, a hint of love. 

“You told me Darth Vader betrayed and murdered my father.” 
The bitterness he’d felt earlier, with Yoda, had found its focus 
now on Ben. 

Ben absorbed the vitriol undefensively, then padded it with 
instruction. “Your father, Anakin, was seduced by the dark side of 
the Force—He ceased to be Anakin Skywalker, and became Darth 
Vader. When that happened, he betrayed everything that Anakin 
Skywalker believed in. The good man who was your father was 
destroyed. So what I told you was true ... from a certain point of 
view.” 

“A certain point of view!” Luke rasped derisively. He felt 
betrayed—by life more than anything else, though only poor Ben 
was available to take the brunt of his conflict. 

“Luke,” Ben spoke gently, “you’re going to find that many of 
the truths we cling to depend greatly on our point of view.” 

Luke turned unresponsive. He wanted to hold onto his fury, to 
guard it like a treasure. It was all he had, he would not let it be 
stolen from him, as everything else had been stolen. But already 
he felt it slipping, softened by Ben’s compassionate touch. 

“I don’t blame you for being angry,” Ben coaxed. “If I was 
wrong in what I did, it certainly wouldn’t have been for the first 
time. You see, what happened to your father was my fault ...” 

Luke looked up with sudden acute interest. He’d never heard 
this and was rapidly losing his anger to fascination and curiosity 
—for knowledge was an addictive drug, and the more he had the 
more he wanted. 

As he sat on his stump, increasingly mesmerized, Artoo pedaled 
over, silent, just to offer a comforting presence. 

“When I first encountered your father,” Ben continued, “he was 
already a great pilot. But what amazed me was how strongly the 
Force was with him. I took it upon myself to train Anakin in the 
ways of the Jedi. My mistake was thinking I could be as good a 
teacher as Yoda. I was not. Such was my foolish pride. The 
Emperor sensed Anakin’s power, and he lured him to the dark 
side.” He paused sadly and looked directly into Luke’s eyes, as if 


he were asking for the boy’s forgiveness. “My pride had terrible 
consequences for the galaxy.” 

Luke was entranced. That Obi-Wan’s hubris could have caused 
his father’s fall was horrible. Horrible because of what his father 
had needlessly become, horrible because Obi-Wan wasn’t perfect, 
wasn’t even a perfect Jedi, horrible because the dark side could 
strike so close to home, could turn such right so wrong. Darth 
Vader must yet have a spark of Anakin Skywalker deep inside. 
“There is still good in him,” he declared. 

Ben shook his head remorsefully. “I also thought he could be 
turned back to the good side. It couldn’t be done. He is more 
machine, now, than man—twisted, and evil.” 

Luke sensed the underlying meaning in Kenobi’s statement, he 
heard the words as a command. He shook his head back at the 
vision. “I can’t kill my own father.” 

“You should not think of that machine as your father.” It was 
the teacher speaking again. “When I saw what had become of 
him, I tried to dissuade him, to draw him back from the dark 
side. We fought ... your father fell into a molten pit. When your 
father clawed his way out of that fiery pool, the change had been 
burned into him forever—he was Darth Vader, without a trace of 
Anakin Skywalker. Irredeemably dark. Scarred. Kept alive only by 
machinery and his own black will ...” 

Luke looked down at his own mechanical right hand. “I tried to 
stop him once. I couldn’t do it.” He would not challenge his 
father again. He could not. 

“Vader humbled you when first you met him, Luke—but that 
experience was part of your training. It taught you, among other 
things, the value of patience. Had you not been so impatient to 
defeat Vader then, you could have finished your training here 
with Yoda. You would have been prepared.” 

“But I had to help my friends.” 

“And did you help them? It was they who had to save you. You 
achieved little by rushing back prematurely, I fear.” 

Luke’s indignation melted, leaving only sadness in its wake. “I 
found out Darth Vader was my father,” he whispered. 

“To be a Jedi, Luke, you must confront and then go beyond the 
dark side—the side your father couldn’t get past. Impatience is 
the easiest door—for you, like your father. Only, your father was 
seduced by what he found on the other side of the door, and you 


have held firm. You’re no longer so reckless now, Luke. You are 
strong and patient. And you are ready for your final 
confrontation.” 

Luke shook his head again, as the implications of the old Jedi’s 
speech became clear. “I can’t do it, Ben.” 

Obi-Wan Kenobi’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “Then the 
Emperor has already won. You were our only hope.” 

Luke reached for alternatives. “Yoda said I could train another 
to...” 

“The other he spoke of is your twin sister,” the old man offered 
a dry smile. “She will find it no easier than you to destroy Darth 
Vader.” 

Luke was visibly jolted by this information. He stood up to face 
this spirit. “Sister? I don’t have a sister.” 

Once again Obi-Wan put a gentle inflection in his voice, to 
soothe the turmoil brewing in his young friend’s soul. “To protect 
you both against the Emperor, you were separated when you 
were born. The Emperor knew, as I did, that one day, with the 
Force on their side, Skywalker’s offspring would be a threat to 
him. For that reason, your sister has remained safely 
anonymous.” 

Luke resisted this knowledge at first. He neither needed nor 
wanted a twin. He was unique! He had no missing parts—save 
the hand whose mechanical replacement he now flexed tightly. 
Pawn in a castle conspiracy? Cribs mixed, siblings switched and 
parted and whisked away to different secret lives? Impossible. He 
knew who he was! He was Luke Skywalker, born to a Jedi-turned- 
Sithlord, raised on a Tatooine sandfarm by Uncle Owen and Aunt 
Beru, raised in a life without frills, a hardworking honest pauper 
—because his mother... his mother ... What was it about his 
mother? What had she said, who was she? What had she told 
him? He turned his mind inward, to a place and time far from the 
damp soil of Dagobah, to his mother’s chamber, his mother and 
his ... sister. His sister ... 

“Leia! Leia is my sister,” he exclaimed, nearly falling over the 
stump. 

“Your insight serves you well,” Ben nodded. He quickly became 
stern, though. “Bury your feelings deep down, Luke. They do you 
credit, but they could be made to serve the Emperor.” 

Luke tried to comprehend what his old teacher was saying. So 


much information, so fast, so vital ... it almost made him swoon. 

Ben continued his narrative. “When your father left, he didn’t 
know your mother was pregnant. Your mother and I knew he 
would find out eventually, but we wanted to keep you both as 
safe as possible, for as long as possible. So I took you to live with 
my brother Owen, on Tatooine ... and your mother took Leia to 
live as the daughter of Senator Organa, on Alderaan.” 

Luke settled down to hear this tale, as Artoo nestled up beside 
him, humming in a subaudible register to comfort. 

Ben, too, kept his voice even, so that the sounds could give 
solace when the words did not. “The Organa family was high- 
born and politically quite powerful in that system. Leia became a 
princess by virtue of lineage—no one knew she’d been adopted, 
of course. But it was a title without real power, since Alderaan 
had long been a democracy. Even so, the family continued to be 
politically powerful, and Leia, following in her foster father’s 
path, became a senator as well. That’s not all she became, of 
course—she became the leader of her cell in the Alliance against 
the corrupt Empire. And because she had diplomatic immunity, 
she was a vital link for getting information to the Rebel cause. 

“That’s what she was doing when her path crossed yours—for 
her foster parents had always told her to contact me on Tatooine, 
if her troubles became desperate.” 

Luke tried sorting through his multiplicity of feelings—the love 
he’d always felt for Leia, even from afar, now had a clear basis. 
But suddenly he was feeling protective toward her as well, like an 
older brother—even though, for all he knew, she might have been 
his elder by several minutes. 

“But you can’t let her get involved now, Ben,” he insisted. 
“Vader will destroy her.” Vader. Their father. Perhaps Leia could 
resurrect the good in him. 

“She hasn’t been trained in the ways of the Jedi the way you 
have, Luke—but the Force is strong with her, as it is with all of 
your family. That is why her path crossed mine—because the 
Force in her must be nourished by a Jedi. You’re the last Jedi, 
now, Luke ... but she returned to us—to me—to learn, and grow. 
Because it was her destiny to learn and grow; and mine to teach.” 

He went on more slowly, each word deliberate, each pause 
emphatic. “You cannot escape your destiny, Luke.” He locked his 
eyes on Luke’s eyes, and put as much of his spirit as he could into 


the gaze, to leave it forever imprinted on Luke’s mind. “Keep 
your sister’s identity secret, for if you fail she is truly our last 
hope. Gaze on me now, Luke—the coming fight is yours alone, 
but much will depend on its outcome, and it may be that you can 
draw some strength from my memory. There is no avoiding the 
battle, though—you can’t escape your destiny. You will have to 
face Darth Vader again ...” 


m? 


DARTH Vader stepped out of the long, cylindrical elevator into 
what had been the Death Star control room, and now was the 
Emperor’s throne room. Two royal guards stood either side of the 
door, red robes from neck to toe, red helmets covering all but 
eyeslits that were actually electrically modified view-screens. 
Their weapons were always drawn. 

The room was dim except for the light cables running either 
side of the elevator shaft, carrying power and information 
through the space station. Vader walked across the sleek black 
steel floor, past the humming giant converter engines, up the 
short flight of steps to the platform level upon which sat the 
Emperor’s throne. Beneath this platform, off to the right, was the 
mouth of the shaft that delved deeply into the pit of the battle 
station, down to the very core of the power unit. The chasm was 
black, and reeked of ozone, and echoed continuously in a low, 
hollow rumble. 

At the end of the overhanging platform was a wall, in the wall, 
a huge, circular observation window. Sitting in an elaborate 
control-chair before the window, staring out into space, was the 
Emperor. 

The uncompleted half of the Death Star could be seen 
immediately beyond the window, shuttles and transports buzzing 
around it, men with tight-suits and rocket-packs doing exterior 
construction or surface work. In the near-distance beyond all this 
activity was the jade green moon Endor, resting like a jewel on 
the black velvet of space—and scattered to infinity, the gleaming 
diamonds that were the stars. 

The Emperor sat, regarding this view, as Vader approached 


from behind. The Lord of the Sith kneeled and waited. The 
Emperor let him wait. He perused the vista before him with a 
sense of glory beyond all reckoning: this was all his. And more 
glorious still, all his by his own hand. 

For it wasn’t always so. Back in the days when he was merely 
Senator Palpatine, the galaxy had been a Republic of stars, cared 
for and protected by the Jedi Knighthood that had watched over 
it for centuries. But inevitably it had grown too large—too 
massive a bureaucracy had been required, over too many years, 
in order to maintain the Republic. Corruption had set in. 

A few greedy senators had started the chain reaction of 
malaise, some said; but who could know? A few perverted 
bureaucrats, arrogant, self-serving—and suddenly a fever was in 
the stars. Governor turned on governor, values eroded, trusts 
were broken—fear had spread like an epidemic in those early 
years, rapidly and without visible cause, and no one knew what 
was happening, or why. 

And so Senator Palpatine had seized the moment. Through 
fraud, clever promises, and astute political maneuvering, he’d 
managed to get himself elected head of the Council. And then 
through subterfuge, bribery and terror, hed named himself 
Emperor. 

Emperor. It had a certain ring to it. The Republic had 
crumbled, the Empire was resplendent with its own fires, and 
would always be so—for the Emperor knew what others refused 
to believe: the dark forces were the strongest. 

He’d known this all along, in his heart of hearts—but relearned 
it every day: from traitorous lieutenants who betrayed their 
superiors for favors; from weak-principled functionaries who gave 
him the secrets of local star systems’ governments; from greedy 
landlords, and sadistic gangsters, and power-hungry politicians. 
No one was immune, they all craved the dark energy at their 
core. The Emperor had simply recognized this truth, and utilized 
it—for his own aggrandizement, of course. 

For his soul was the black center of the Empire. 

He contemplated the dense impenetrability of the deep space 
beyond the window. Densely black as his soul—as if he were, in 
some real way, this blackness; as if his inner spirit was itself this 
void over which he reigned. He smiled at the thought: he was the 
Empire; he was the Universe. 


Behind him, he sensed Vader still waiting in genuflection. How 
long had the Dark Lord been there? Five minutes? Ten? The 
Emperor was uncertain. No matter. The Emperor had not quite 
finished his meditation. 

Lord Vader did not mind waiting, though, nor was he even 
aware of it. For it was an honor, and a noble activity, to kneel at 
his ruler’s feet. He kept his eyes inward, seeking reflection in his 
own bottomless core. His power was great, now, greater than it 
had ever been. It shimmered from within, and resonated with the 
waves of darkness that flowed from the Emperor. He felt 
engorged with this power, it surged like black fire, demon 
electrons looking for ground... but he would wait. For his 
Emperor was not ready; and his son was not ready, and the time 
was not yet. So he waited. 

Finally the chair slowly rotated until the Emperor faced Vader. 

Vader spoke first. “What is thy bidding, my master?” 

“Send the fleet to the far side of Endor. There it will stay until 
called for.” 

“And what of the reports of the Rebel fleet massing near 
Sullust?” 

“It is of no concern. Soon the Rebellion will be crushed and 
young Skywalker will be one of us. Your work here is finished, 
my friend. Go out to the command ship and await my orders.” 

“Yes, my master.” He hoped he would be given command over 
the destruction of the Rebel Alliance. He hoped it would be soon. 

He rose and exited, as the Emperor turned back to the galactic 
panorama beyond the window, to view his domain. 


In a remote and midnight vacuum beyond the edge of the 
galaxy, the vast Rebel fleet stretched, from its vanguard to its rear 
echelon, past the range of human vision. Corellian battle ships, 
cruisers, destroyers, carriers, bombers, Sullustian cargo freighters, 
Calamarian tankers, Alderaanian gunships, Kesselian blockade 
runners, Bestinian skyhoppers, X-wing, Y-wing, and Awing 
fighters, shuttles, transport vehicles, manowars. Every Rebel in 
the galaxy, soldier and civilian alike, waited tensely in these ships 
for instructions. They were led by the largest of the Rebel Star 
Cruisers, the Headquarters Frigate. 

Hundreds of Rebel commanders, of all species and lifeforms, 


assembled in the war room of the giant Star Cruiser, awaiting 
orders from the High Command. Rumors were everywhere, and 
an air of excitement spread from squadron to squadron. 

At the center of the briefing room was a large, circular light- 
table, projected above which a holographic image of the 
unfinished Imperial Death Star hovered beside the Moon of 
Endor, whose scintillating protective deflector shield 
encompassed them both. 

Mon Mothma entered the room. A stately, beautiful woman of 
middle age, she seemed to walk above the murmurs of the crowd. 
She wore white robes with gold braiding, and her severity was 
not without cause—for she was the elected leader of the Rebel 
Alliance. 

Like Leia’s adopted father—like Palpatine the Emperor himself 
—Mon Mothma had been a senior senator of the Republic, a 
member of the High Council. When the Republic had begun to 
crumble, Mon Mothma had remained a senator until the end, 
organizing dissent, stabilizing the increasingly ineffectual 
government. 

She had organized cells, too, toward the end. Pockets of 
resistance, each of which was unaware of the identity of the 
others—each of which was responsible for inciting revolt against 
the Empire when it finally made itself manifest. 

There had been other leaders, but many were killed when the 
Empire’s first Death Star annihilated the planet Alderaan. Leia’s 
adopted father died in that calamity. 

Mon Mothma went underground. She joined her political cells 
with the thousands of guerrillas and insurgents the Empire’s cruel 
dictatorship had spawned. Thousands more joined this Rebel 
Alliance. Mon Mothma became the acknowledged leader of all 
the galaxy’s creatures who had been left homeless by the 
Emperor. Homeless, but not without hope. 

She traversed the room, now, to the holographic display where 
she conferred with her two chief advisors, General Madine and 
Admiral Ackbar. Madine was Corellian—tough, resourceful, if a 
bit of a martinet. Ackbar was pure Calamarian—a gentle, salmon- 
colored creature, with huge, sad eyes set in a high-domed head, 
and webbed hands that made him more at home in water or free 
space than on board a ship. But if the humans were the arm of 
the Rebellion, the Calamarians were the soul—which isn’t to say 


they couldn’t fight with the best, when pushed to the limit. And 
the evil Empire had reached that limit. 

Lando Calrissian made his way through the crowd, now, 
scanning faces. He saw Wedge, who was to be his wing pilot— 
they nodded at each other, gave the thumbs-up sign; but then 
Lando moved on. Wedge wasn’t the one he was looking for. He 
made it to a clearing near the center, peered around, finally saw 
his friends standing by a side door. He smiled and wandered over. 

Han, Chewie, Leia, and the two droids greeted Lando’s 
appearance with a cacophony of cheers, laughs, beeps, and barks. 

“Well, look at you,” Solo chided, straightening the lapel of 
Calrissian’s new uniform and pulling on the insignias: “A 
general!” 

Lando laughed affectionately. “I’m a man of many faces and 
many costumes. Someone must have told them about my little 
maneuver at the battle of Taanab.” Taanab was an agrarian 
planet raided seasonally by bandits from Norulac. Calrissian— 
before his stint as governor of Cloud City—had wiped out the 
bandits against all odds, using legendary flying and unheard of 
strategies. And he’d done it on a bet. 

Han opened his eyes wide with sarcasm. “Hey, don’t look at 
me. I just told them you were a ‘fair’ pilot. I had no idea they 
were looking for someone to lead this crazy attack.” 

“That’s all right, I asked for it. I want to lead this attack.” For 
one thing, he liked dressing up like a general. People gave him the 
respect he deserved, and he didn’t have to give up flying circles 
around some pompous Imperial military policeman. And that was 
the other thing—he was finally going to stick it to this Imperial 
navy, stick it so it hurt, for all the times he’d been stuck. Stick it 
and leave his signature on it. General Calrissian, thank you. 

Solo looked at his old friend, admiration combined with 
disbelief. “Have you ever seen one of those Death Stars? You’re in 
for a very short generalship, old buddy.” 

“Tm surprised they didn’t ask you to do it,” Lando smiled. 

“Maybe they did,” Han intimated. “But I’m not crazy. You’re 
the respectable one, remember? Baron-Administrator of the 
Bespin Cloud City?” 

Leia moved closer to Solo and took his arm protectively. “Han 
is going to stay on the command ship with me ... we’re both very 
grateful for what you’re doing, Lando. And proud.” 


Suddenly, at the center of the room, Mon Mothma signaled for 
attention. The room fell silent. Anticipation was keen. 

“The data brought to us by the Bothan spies have been 
confirmed,” the supreme leader announced. “The Emperor has 
made a critical error, and the time for our attack has come.” 

This caused a great stir in the room. As if her message had been 
a valve letting off pressure, the air hissed with comment. She 
turned to the hologram of the Death Star, and went on. “We now 
have the exact location of the Emperor’s new battle station. The 
weapon systems on this Death Star are not yet operational. With 
the Imperial fleet spread throughout the galaxy in a vain effort to 
engage us, it is relatively unprotected.” She paused here, to let 
her next statement register its full effect. “Most important, we 
have learned the Emperor himself is personally overseeing the 
construction.” 

A volley of spirited chatter erupted from the assembly. This 
was it. The chance. The hope no one could hope to hope for. A 
shot at the Emperor. 

Mon Mothma continued when the hubbub died down slightly. 
“His trip was undertaken in the utmost secrecy, but he 
underestimated our spy network. Many Bothans died to bring us 
this information.” Her voice turned suddenly stern again to 
remind them of the price of this enterprise. 

Admiral Ackbar stepped forward. His specialty was Imperial 
defense procedures. He raised his fin and pointed at the 
holographic model of the force field emanating from Endor. 
“Although uncompleted, the Death Star is not entirely without a 
defense mechanism,” he instructed in soothing Calamarian tones. 
“It is protected by an energy shield which is generated by the 
nearby Moon of Endor, here. No ship can fly through it, no 
weapon can penetrate it.” He stopped for a long moment. He 
wanted the information to sink in. When he thought it had, he 
spoke more slowly. “The shield must be deactivated if any attack 
is to be attempted. Once the shield is down, the cruisers will 
create a perimeter while the fighters fly into the superstructure, 
here ... and attempt to hit the main reactor ...” he pointed to the 
unfinished portion of the Death Star “... somewhere in here.” 

Another murmur swept over the room of commanders, like a 
swell in a heavy sea. 

Ackbar concluded. “General Calrissian will lead the fighter 


attack.” 

Han turned to Lando, his doubts gilded with respect. “Good 
luck, buddy.” 

“Thanks,” said Lando simply. 

“You're gonna need it.” 

Admiral Ackbar yielded the floor to General Madine, who was 
in charge of covert operations. “We have acquired a small 
Imperial shuttle,” Madine declared smugly. “Under this guise, a 
strike team will land on the moon and deactivate the shield 
generator. The control bunker is well guarded, but a small squad 
should be able to penetrate its security.” 

This news stimulated another round of general mumbling. 

Leia turned to Han and said under her breath, “I wonder who 
they found to pull that one off?” 

Madine called out: “General Solo, is your strike team 
assembled?” 

Leia looked up at Han, shock quickly melting to joyous 
admiration. She knew there was a reason she loved him—in spite 
of his usual crass insensitivity and oafish bravado. Beneath it all, 
he had heart. 

Moreover, a change had come over him since he emerged from 
carbonization. He wasn’t just a loner anymore, only in this for the 
money. He had lost his selfish edge and had somehow, subtly, 
become part of the whole. He was actually doing something for 
someone else, now, and that fact moved Leia greatly. Madine had 
called him General; that meant Han had let himself officially 
become a member of the army. A part of the whole. 

Solo responded to Madine. “My squad is ready, sir, but I need a 
command crew for the shuttle.” He looked questioningly at 
Chewbacca, and spoke in a lower voice. “It’s gonna be rough, old 
pal. I didn’t want to speak for you.” 

“Roo roowfl,” Chewie shook his head with gruff love, and 
raised his hairy paw. 

“That’s one,” Han called. 

“Here’s two!” Leia shouted, sticking her arm in the air. Then 
softly, to Solo: “I’m not letting you out of my sight again, Your 
Generalship.” 

“And I’m with you, too!” a voice was raised from the back of 
the room. 

They all turned their heads to see Luke standing at the top of 


the stairs. 

Cheers went up for the last of the Jedi. 

And though it wasn’t his style, Han was unable to conceal his 
joy. “That’s three,” he smiled. 

Leia ran up to Luke and hugged him warmly. She felt a special 
closeness to him all of a sudden, which she attributed to the 
gravity of the moment, the import of their mission. But then she 
sensed a change in him, too, a difference of substance that 
seemed to radiate from his very core—something that she alone 
could see. 

“What is it, Luke?” she whispered. She suddenly wanted to 
hold him; she could not have said why. 

“Nothing. Pll tell you someday,” he murmured quietly. It was 
distinctly not nothing, though. 

“All right,” she answered, not pushing. “I'll wait.” She 
wondered. Maybe he was just dressed differently—that was 
probably it. Suited up all in black now—it made him look older. 
Older, that was it. 

Han, Chewie, Lando, Wedge, and several others crowded 
around Luke all at once, with greetings and diverse sorts of 
hubbub. The assembly as a whole broke up into multiple such 
small groups. It was a time for last farewells and good graces. 

Artoo beeped a singsong little observation to a somewhat less 
sanguine Threepio. 

“I don’t think ‘exciting’ is the right word,” the golden droid 
answered. Being a translator in his master program, of course, 
Threepio was most concerned with locating the right word to 
describe the present situation. 


The Millennium Falcon rested in the main docking bay of the 
Rebel Star Cruiser, getting loaded and serviced. Just beyond it sat 
the stolen Imperial shuttle, looking anomalous in the midst of all 
the Rebel X-wing fighters. 

Chewie supervised the final transfer of weapons and supplies to 
the shuttle and oversaw the placement of the strike team. Han 
stood with Lando between the two ships, saying good-bye—for all 
they knew, forever. 

“I mean it, take her!” Solo insisted, indicating the Falcon. 
“She’ll bring you luck. You know she’s the fastest ship in the 


whole fleet, now.” Han had really souped her up after winning 
her from Lando. She’d always been fast, but now she was much 
faster. And the modifications Solo added had really made the 
Falcon a part of him—he’d put his love and sweat into it. His 
spirit. So giving her to Lando now was truly Solo’s final 
transformation—as selfless a gift as he’d ever given. 

And Lando understood. “Thanks, old buddy. I’ll take good care 
of her. You know I always flew her better than you did, anyway. 
She won’t get a scratch on her, with me at the stick.” 

Solo looked warmly at the endearing rogue. “I’ve got your 
word—not a scratch.” 

“Take off, you pirate—next thing you'll have me putting down 
a security deposit.” 

“See you soon, pal.” 

They parted without their true feelings expressed aloud, as was 
the way between men of deeds in those times; each walked up 
the ramp into a different ship. 

Han entered the cockpit of the Imperial shuttle as Luke was 
doing some fine tuning on a rear navigator panel. Chewbacca, in 
the copilot’s seat, was trying to figure out the Imperial controls. 
Han took the pilot’s chair, and Chewie growled grumpily about 
the design. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Solo answered, “I don’t think the Empire 
designed it with a Wookiee in mind.” 

Leia walked in from the hold, taking her seat near Luke. “We’re 
all set back there.” 

“Rrrwfr,” said Chewie, hitting the first sequence of switches. He 
looked over at Solo, but Han was motionless, staring out the 
window at something. Chewie and Leia both followed his gaze to 
the object of his unyielding attention—the Millennium Falcon. 

Leia gently nudged the pilot. “Hey, you awake up there?” 

“I just got a funny feeling,” Han mused. “Like I’m not going to 
see her again.” He thought of the times she’d saved him with her 
speed, of the times he’d saved her with his cunning, or his touch. 
He thought of the universe they’d seen together, of the shelter 
she’d given him; of the way he knew her, inside and out. Of the 
times they’d slept in each other’s embrace, floating still as a quiet 
dream in the black silence of deep space. 

Chewbacca, hearing this, took his own longing look at the 
Falcon. Leia put her hand on Solo’s shoulder. She knew he had 


special love for his ship and was reluctant to interrupt this last 
communion. But time was dear, and becoming dearer. “Come on, 
Captain,” she whispered. “Let’s move.” 

Han snapped back to the moment. “Right. Okay, Chewie, let’s 
find out what this baby can do.” 

They fired up the engines in the stolen shuttle, eased out of the 
docking bay, and banked off into the endless night. 


Construction on the Death Star proceeded. Traffic in the area 
was thick with transport ships, TIE fighters and equipment 
shuttles. Periodically, the Super Star Destroyer orbited the area, 
surveying progress on the space station from every angle. 

The bridge of the Star Destroyer was a hive of activity. 
Messengers ran back and forth along a string of controllers 
studying their tracking screens, monitoring ingress and egress of 
vehicles through the deflector shield. Codes were sent and 
received, orders given, diagrams plotted. It was an operation 
involving a thousand scurrying ships, and everything was 
proceeding with maximum efficiency, until Controller Jhoff made 
contact with a shuttle of the Lambda class, approaching the shield 
from Sector Seven. 

“Shuttle to Control, please come in,” the voice broke into 
Jhoff’s headset with the normal amount of static. 

“We have you on our screen now,” the controller replied into 
his comlink. “Please identify.” 

“This is Shuttle Tydirium, requesting deactivation of the 
deflector shield.” 

“Shuttle Tydirium, transmit the clearance code for shield 
passage.” 

Up in the shuttle, Han threw a worried look at the others and 
said into his comlink, “Transmission commencing.” 

Chewie flipped a bank of switches, producing a syncopated 
series of high-frequency transmission noises. 

Leia bit her lip, bracing herself for fight or flight. “Now we find 
out if that code was worth the price we paid.” 

Chewie whined nervously. 

Luke stared at the huge Super Star Destroyer that loomed 
everywhere in front of them. It fixed his eye with its glittering 
darkness, filled his vision like a malignant cataract—but it made 


more than his vision opaque. It filled his mind with blackness, 
too; and his heart. Black fear, and a special knowing. “Vader is on 
that ship,” he whispered. 

“You're just jittery, Luke,” Han reassured them all. “There are 
lots of command ships. But, Chewie,” he cautioned, “let’s keep 
our distance, without looking like we’re keeping our distance.” 

“Awroff rwrgh rrfrough?” 

“T don’t know—fly casual,” Han barked back. 

“They’re taking a long time with that code clearance,” Leia said 
tightly. What if it didn’t work? The Alliance could do nothing if 
the Empire’s deflector shield remained functioning. Leia tried to 
clear her mind, tried to focus on the shield generator she wanted 
to reach, tried to weed away all feelings of doubt or fear she may 
have been giving off. 

“Pm endangering the mission,” Luke spoke now, in a kind of 
emotional resonance with his secret sister. His thoughts were of 
Vader, though: their father. “I shouldn’t have come.” 

Han tried to buoy things up. “Hey, why don’t we try to be 
optimistic about this?” He felt beleaguered by negativity. 

“He knows I’m here,” Luke avowed. He kept staring at the 
command ship out the view-window. It seemed to taunt him. It 
awaited. 

“Come on, kid, you’re imagining things.” 

“Ararh gragh,” Chewie mumbled. Even he was grim. 


Lord Vader stood quite still, staring out a large view-screen at 
the Death Star. He thrilled to the sight of this monument to the 
dark side of the Force. Icily he caressed it with his gaze. 

Like a floating ornament, it sparkled for him. A magic globe. 
Tiny specks of light raced across its surface, mesmerizing the 
Dark Lord as if he were a small child entranced by a special toy. 
It was a transcendant state he was in, a moment of heightened 
perceptions. 

And then, all at once, in the midst of the stillness of his 
contemplation, he grew absolutely motionless: not a breath, not 
even a heartbeat stirred to mar his concentration. He strained his 
every sense into the ether. What had he felt? His spirit tilted its 
head to listen. Some echo, some vibration apprehended only by 
him, had passed—no, had not passed. Had swirled the moment 


and altered the very shape of things. Things were no longer the 
same. 

He walked down the row of controllers until he came to the 
spot where Admiral Piett was leaning over the tracking screen of 
Controller Jhoff. Piett straightened at Vader’s approach, then 
bowed stiffly, at the neck. 

“Where is that shuttle going?” Vader demanded quietly, 
without preliminary. 

Piett turned back to the view-screen and spoke into the 
comlink. “Shuttle Tydirium, what is your cargo and destination?” 

The filtered voice of the shuttle pilot came back over the 
receiver. “Parts and technical personnel for the Sanctuary Moon.” 

The bridge commander looked to Vader for a reaction. He 
hoped nothing was amiss. Lord Vader did not take mistakes 
lightly. 

“Do they have a code clearance?” Vader questioned. 

“Its an older code, but it checks out,” Piett replied 
immediately. “I was about to clear them.” There was no point in 
lying to the Lord of the Sith. He always knew if you lied; lies sang 
out to the Dark Lord. 

“T have a strange feeling about that ship,” Vader said more to 
himself than to anyone else. 

“Should I hold them?” Piett hurried, anxious to please his 
master. 

“No, let them pass, I will deal with this myself.” 

“As you wish, my Lord.” Piett bowed, partly to hide his 
surprise. He nodded at Controller Jhoff, who spoke into the 
comlink, to the Shuttle Tydirium. 


In the Shuttle Tydirium, the group waited tensely. The more 
questions they were asked about things like cargo and 
destination, the more likely it seemed they were going to blow 
their cover. 

Han looked fondly at his old Wookiee partner. “Chewie, if they 
don’t go for this, we’re gonna have to beat it quick.” It was a 
good-bye speech, really; they all knew this pokey shuttle wasn’t 
about to outrun anything in the neighborhood. 

The static voice of the controller broke up, and then came in 
clearly over the comlink. “Shuttle Tydirium, deactivation of the 


shield will commence immediately. Follow your present course.” 

Everyone but Luke exhaled in simultaneous relief; as if the 
trouble were all over now, instead of just beginning. Luke 
continued to stare at the command ship, as if engaged in some 
silent, complex dialogue. 

Chewie barked loudly. 

“Hey, what did I tell you?” Han grinned. “No sweat.” 

Leia smiled affectionately. “Is that what you told us?” 

Solo pushed the throttle forward, and the stolen shuttle moved 
smoothly toward the green Sanctuary Moon. 


Vader, Piett, and Jhoff watched the view-screen in the control 
room, as the weblike deflector grid readout parted to admit the 
Shuttle Tydirium, which moved slowly toward the center of the 
web—to Endor. 

Vader turned to the deck officer and spoke with more urgency 
in his voice than was usually heard. “Ready my shuttle. I must go 
to the Emperor.” 

Without waiting for response, the Dark Lord strode off, clearly 
in the thrall of a dark thought. 


Lids 


THE trees of Endor stood a thousand feet tall. Their trunks, 
covered with shaggy, rust bark, rose straight as a pillar, some of 
them as big around as a house, some thin as a leg. Their foliage 
was spindly, but lush in color, scattering the sunlight in delicate 
blue-green patterns over the forest floor. 

Distributed thickly among these ancient giants was the usual 
array of woodsy flora—pines of several species, various deciduous 
forms, variously gnarled and leafy. The groundcover was 
primarily fern, but so dense in spots as to resemble a gentle green 
sea that rippled softly in the forest breeze. 

This was the entire moon: verdant, primeval, silent. Light 
filtered through the sheltering branches like golden ichor, as if 
the very air were alive. It was warm, and it was cool. This was 
Endor. 

The stolen Imperial shuttle sat in a clearing many miles from 
the Imperial landing port, camouflaged with a blanket of dead 
branches, leaves, and mulch. In addition the little ship was 
thoroughly dwarfed by the towering trees. Its steely hull might 
have looked incongruous here, had it not been so totally 
inconspicuous. 

On the hill adjacent to the clearing, the Rebel contingent was 
just beginning to make its way up a steep trail. Leia, Chewie, 
Han, and Luke led the way, followed in single file by the raggedy, 
helmeted squad of the strike team. This unit was composed of the 
elite groundfighters of the Rebel Alliance. A scruffy bunch in 
some ways, they’d each been hand-picked for initiative, cunning, 
and ferocity. Some were trained commandos, some paroled 
criminals—but they all hated the Empire with a passion that 


exceeded self-preservation. And they all knew this was the crucial 
raid. If they failed to destroy the shield generator here, the 
Rebellion was doomed. No second chances. 

Consequently, no one had to tell them to be alert as they made 
their way silently up the forest path. They were, every one, more 
alert than they had ever been. 

Artoo-Detoo and See-Threepio brought up the rear of the 
brigade. Artoo’s domed pate swiveled ’round and ’round as he 
went, blinking his sensor lights at the infinitely tall trees which 
surrounded them. 

“Beee-doop!” he commented to Threepio. 

“No, I don’t think it’s pretty here,” his golden companion 
replied testily. “With our luck, it’s inhabited solely by droid- 
eating monsters.” 

The trooper just ahead of Threepio turned around and gave 
them a harsh “Shush!” 

Threepio turned back to Artoo, and whispered, “Quiet, Artoo.” 

They were all a bit nervous. 

Up ahead, Chewie and Leia reached the crest of the hill. They 
dropped to the ground, crawled the last few feet, and peered over 
the edge. Chewbacca raised his great paw, signaling the rest of 
the group to stop. All at once, the forest seemed to become much 
more silent. 

Luke and Han crawled forward on their bellies, to view what 
the others were observing. Pointing through the ferns, Chewie 
and Leia cautioned stealth. Not far below, in a glen beside a clear 
pool, two Imperial scouts had set up temporary camp. They were 
fixing a meal of rations and were preoccupied warming it over a 
portable cooker. Two speeder bikes were parked nearby. 

“Should we try to go around?” whispered Leia. 

“It'll take time,” Luke shook his head. 

Han peeked from behind a rock. “Yeah, and if they catch sight 
of us and report, this whole party’s for nothing.” 

“Ts it just the two of them?” Leia still sounded skeptical. 

“Let’s take a look,” smiled Luke, with a sigh of tension about to 
be released; they all responded with a similar grin. It was 
beginning. 

Leia motioned the rest of the squad to remain where they were; 
then she, Luke, Han, and Chewbacca quietly edged closer to the 
scout camp. 


When they were quite near the clearing, but still covered by 
underbrush, Solo slid quickly to the lead position. “Stay here,” he 
rasped, “Chewie and I will take care of this.” He flashed them his 
most roguish smile. 

“Quietly,” warned Luke, “there might be—” 

But before he could finish, Han jumped up with his furry 
partner and rushed into the clearing. 

“more out there,” Luke finished speaking to himself. He 
looked over at Leia. 

She shrugged. “What’d you expect?” Some things never 
changed. 

Before Luke could respond, though, they were distracted by a 
loud commotion in the glen. They flattened to the ground and 
watched. 

Han was engaged in a rousing fist fight with one of the scouts 
—he hadn’t looked so happy in days. The other scout jumped on 
his speeder bike to escape. But by the time he’d ignited the 
engines, Chewie was able to get off a few shots from his crossbow 
laser. The ill-fated scout crashed instantly against an enormous 
tree; a brief, muffled explosion followed. 

Leia drew her laser pistol and raced into the battle zone, 
followed closely by Luke. As soon as they were running clear, 
though, several large laser blasts went off all around them, 
tumbling them to the ground. Leia lost her gun. 

Dazed, they both looked up to see two more Imperial scouts 
emerge from the far side of the clearing, heading for their speeder 
bikes hidden in the peripheral foliage. The scouts holstered their 
pistols as they mounted the bikes and fired up the engines. 

Leia staggered to her feet, “Over there, two more of them!” 

“I see em,” answered Luke, rising. “Stay here.” 

But Leia had ideas of her own. She ran to the remaining rocket 
speeder, charged it up, and took off in pursuit of the fleeing 
scouts. As she tore past Luke, he jumped up behind her on the 
bike, and off they flew. 

“Quick, center switch,” he shouted to her over her shoulder, 
over the roar of the rocket engines. “Jam their comlinks!” 

As Luke and Leia soared out of the clearing after the Imperials, 
Han and Chewie were just subduing the last scout. “Hey, wait!” 
Solo shouted; but they were gone. He threw his weapon to the 
ground in frustration, and the rest of the Rebel commando squad 


poured over the rise into the clearing. 

Luke and Leia sped through the dense foliage, a few feet off the 
ground, Leia at the controls, Luke grabbing on behind her. The 
two escaping Imperial scouts had a good lead, but at two hundred 
miles per hour, Leia was the better pilot—the talent ran in her 
family. 

She let off a burst from the speeder’s laser cannon periodically, 
but was still too far behind to be very accurate. The explosions 
hit away from the moving targets, splintering trees and setting 
the shrubbery afire, as the bikes weaved in and out between 
massive, imposing branches. 

“Move closer!” Luke shouted. 

Leia opened the throttle, closed the gap. The two scouts sensed 
their pursuer gaining and recklessly veered this way and that, 
skimming through a narrow opening between two trees. One of 
the bikes scraped the bark, tipping the scout almost out of 
control, slowing him significantly. 

“Get alongside!” Luke yelled into Leia’s ear. 

She pulled her speeder so close to the scout’s, their steering 
vanes scraped hideously against each other. Luke suddenly leaped 
from the back of Leia’s bike to the back of the scout’s, grabbed 
the Imperial warrior around the neck, and flipped him off. The 
white-armored trooper smashed into a thick trunk with a bone- 
shattering crunch, and settled forever into the sea of ferns. 

Luke scooted forward to the driver’s seat of the speeder bike, 
played with the controls a few seconds, and lurched forward, 
following Leia, who’d pulled ahead. The two of them now tore 
after the remaining scout. 

Over hill and under stonebridge they flew, narrowly avoiding 
collision, flaming dry vines in their afterburn. The chase swung 
north and passed a gully where two more Imperial scouts were 
resting. A moment later, they swung into pursuit, now hot on 
Luke and Leia’s tail, blasting away with laser cannon. Luke, still 
behind Leia took a glancing blow. 

“Keep on that one!” he shouted up at her, indicating the scout 
in the lead. “I'll take the two behind us!” 

Leia shot ahead. Luke, at the same instant, flared up his 
retrorockets, slamming the bike into rapid deceleration. The two 
scouts on his tail zipped past him in a blur on either side, unable 
to slow their momentum. Luke immediately roared into high 


velocity again, firing with his blasters, suddenly in pursuit of his 
pursuers. 

His third round hit its mark: one of the scouts, blown out of 
control, went spinning against a boulder in a rumble of flame. 

The scout’s cohort took a single glance at the flash, and put his 
bike into supercharge mode, speeding even faster. Luke kept 
pace. 

Far ahead, Leia and the first scout continued their own high- 
speed slalom through the barricades of impassive trunks and low- 
slung branches. She had to brake through so many turns, in fact, 
Leia seemed unable to draw any closer to her quarry. Suddenly 
she shot into the air, at an unbelievably steep incline, and quickly 
vanished from sight. 

The scout turned in confusion, uncertain whether to relax or 
cringe at his pursuer’s sudden disappearance. Her whereabouts 
became clear soon enough. Out of the tree-tops, Leia dove down 
on him, cannon blasting from above. The scout’s bike took the 
shock wave from a near hit. Her speed was even greater than 
she’d anticipated, and in a moment she was racing alongside him. 
But before she knew what was happening, he reached down and 
drew a handgun from his holster—and before she could react, he 
fired. 

Her bike spun out of control. She jumped free just in time—the 
speeder exploded on a giant tree, as Leia rolled clear into a tangle 
of matted vines, rotting logs, shallow water. The last thing she 
saw was the orange fireball through a cloud of smoking greenery; 
and then blackness. 

The scout looked behind him at the explosion, with a satisfied 
sneer. When he faced forward again, though, the smug look 
faded, for he was on a collision course with a fallen tree. In a 
moment it was all over but the flaming. 

Meanwhile, Luke was closing fast on the last scout. As they 
wove from tree to tree, Luke eased up behind and then drew even 
with the Imperial rider. The fleeing soldier suddenly swerved, 
slamming his bike into Luke’s—they both tipped precariously, 
barely missing a large fallen trunk in their path. The scout 
zoomed under it, Luke over it—and when he came down on the 
other side, he crashed directly on top of the scout’s vehicle. Their 
steering vanes locked. 

The bikes were shaped more or less like one-man sleds, with 


long thin rods extending from their snouts, and fluttery ailerons 
for guidance at the tip of the rods. With these vanes locked, the 
bikes flew as one, though either rider could steer. 

The scout banked hard right, to try to smash Luke into an 
onrushing grove of saplings on the right. But at the last second 
Luke leaned all his weight left, turning the locked speeders 
actually horizontal, with Luke on top, the scout on the bottom. 

The biker scout suddenly stopped resisting Luke’s leftward 
leaning and threw his own weight in the same direction, resulting 
in the bikes flipping over three hundred sixty degrees and coming 
to rest exactly upright once more ... but with an enormous tree 
looming immediately in front of Luke. 

Without thinking, he leaped from his bike. A fraction of a 
second later, the scout veered steeply left—the steering vanes 
separated—and Luke’s riderless speeder crashed explosively into 
the redwood. 

Luke rolled, decelerating, up a moss-covered slope. The scout 
swooped high, circled around, and came looking for him. 

Luke stumbled out of the bushes as the speeder was bearing 
down on him full throttle, laser cannon firing. Luke ignited his 
lightsaber and stood his ground. His weapon deflected every bolt 
the scout fired at Luke; but the bike kept coming. In a few 
moments, the two would meet; the bike accelerated even more, 
intent on bodily slicing the young Jedi in half. At the last 
moment, though, Luke stepped aside—with perfect timing, like a 
master matador facing a rocket-powered bull—and chopped off 
the bike’s steering vanes with a single mighty slash of his 
lightsaber. 

The bike quickly began to shudder; then pitch and roll. In a 
second it was out of control entirely, and in another second it was 
a rumbling billow of fire on the forest floor. 

Luke snuffed out his lightsaber and headed back to join the 
others. 


Vader’s shuttle swung around the unfinished portion of the 
Death Star and settled fluidly into the main docking bay. 
Soundless bearings lowered the Dark Lord’s ramp; soundless were 
his feet as they glided down the chilly steel. Chill with purpose 
were his strides, and swift. 


The main corridor was filled with courtiers, all awaiting an 
audience with the Emperor. Vader curled his lip at them—fools, 
all. Pompous toadys in their velvet robes and painted faces; 
perfumed bishops passing notes and passing judgments among 
themselves—for who else cared; oily favor-merchants, bent low 
from the weight of jewelry still warm from a previous owner’s 
dying flesh; easy, violent men and women, lusting to be tampered 
with. 

Vader had no patience for such petty filth. He passed them 
without a nod, though many of them would have paid dearly for 
a felicitous glance from the high Dark Lord. 

When he reached the elevator to the Emperor’s tower, he found 
the door closed. Red-robed, heavily armed royal guards flanked 
the shaft, seemingly unaware of Vader’s presence. Out of the 
shadow, an officer stepped forward, directly in Lord Vader’s path, 
preventing his further approach. 

“You may not enter,” the officer said evenly. 

Vader did not waste words. He raised his hand, fingers 
outstretched, toward the officer’s throat. Ineffably, the officer 
began to choke. His knees started buckling, his face turned ashen. 

Gasping for air, he spoke again. “Tt is 
the ... Emperor’s ... command.” 

Like a spring, Vader released the man from his remote grip. 
The officer, breathing again, sank to the floor, trembling. He 
rubbed his neck gently. 

“I will await his convenience,” Vader said. He turned and 
looked out the view window. Leaf-green Endor glowed there, 
floating in black space, almost as if it were radiant from some 
internal source of energy. He felt its pull like a magnet, like a 
vacuum, like a torch in the dead night. 


Han and Chewie crouched opposite each other in the forest 
clearing, being quiet, being near. The rest of the strike squad 
relaxed—as much as was possible—spread out around them in 
groups of twos and threes. They all waited. 

Even Threepio was silent. He sat beside Artoo, polishing his 
fingers for lack of anything better to do. The others checked their 
watches, or their weapons, as the afternoon sunlight ticked away. 

Artoo sat, unmoving except for the little radar screen that stuck 


out the top of his blue and silver dome, revolving, scanning the 
forest. He exuded the calm patience of a utilized function, a 
program being run. 

Suddenly, he beeped. 

Threepio ceased his obsessive polishing and looked 
apprehensively into the forest. “Someone’s coming,” he 
translated. 

The rest of the squad faced out; weapons were raised. A twig 
cracked beyond the western perimeter. No one breathed. 

With a weary stride, Luke stepped out of the foliage, into the 
clearing. All relaxed, lowered their guns. Luke was too tired to 
care. He plopped down on the hard dirt beside Solo and lay back 
with an exhausted groan. 

“Hard day, huh kid?” Han commented. 

Luke sat up on one elbow, smiling. It seemed like an awful lot 
of effort and noise just to nail a couple of Imperial scouts; and 
they hadn’t even gotten to the really tough part yet. But Han 
could still maintain his light tone. It was a state of grace, his 
particular brand of charm. Luke hoped it never vanished from the 
universe. “Wait’ll we get to that generator,” he retorted in kind. 

Solo looked around, into the forest Luke had just come from. 
“Where’s Leia?” 

Luke’s face suddenly turned to one of concern. “She didn’t 
come back?” 

“T thought she was with you,” Han’s voice marginally rose in 
pitch and volume. 

“We got split up,” Luke explained. He exchanged a grim look 
with Solo, then both of them slowly stood. “We better look for 
her.” 

“Don’t you want to rest a while?” Han suggested. He could see 
the fatigue in Luke’s face and wanted to spare him for the coming 
confrontation, which would surely take more strength than any of 
them had. 

“T want to find Leia,” he said softly. 

Han nodded, without argument. He signaled to the Rebel 
officer who was second in command of the strike squad. The 
officer ran up and saluted. 

“Take the squad ahead,” ordered Solo. “We’ll rendezvous at the 
shield generator at 0-30.” 

The officer saluted again and immediately organized the 


troops. Within a minute they were filing silently into the forest, 
greatly relieved to be moving at last. 

Luke, Chewbacca, General Solo, and the two droids faced in the 
opposite direction. Artoo led the way, his revolving scanner 
sensing for all the parameters that described his mistress; and the 
others followed him into the woods. 


The first thing Leia was aware of was her left elbow. It was 
wet. It was lying in a pool of water, getting quite soaked. 

She moved the elbow out of the water with a little splash, 
revealing something else: pain—pain in her entire arm when it 
moved. For the time being, she decided to keep it still. 

The next thing to enter her consciousness were sounds. The 
splash her elbow had made, the rustle of leaves, an occasional 
bird chirp. Forest sounds. With a grunt, she took a short breath 
and noted the grunting sound. 

Smells began to fill her nostrils next: humid mossy smells, leafy 
oxygen smells, the odor of a distant honey, the vapor of rare 
flowers. 

Taste came with smell—the taste of blood on her tongue. She 
opened and closed her mouth a few times, to localize where the 
blood was coming from; but she couldn’t. Instead, the attempt 
only brought the recognition of new pains—in her head, in her 
neck, in her back. She started to move her arms again, but this 
entailed a whole catalogue of new pains; so once again, she 
rested. 

Next she allowed temperature to waft into her sensorium. Sun 
warmed the fingers of her right hand, while the palm, in shadow, 
stayed cool. A breeze drafted the back of her legs. Her left hand, 
pressed against the skin of her belly, was warm. 

She felt ... awake. 

Slowly—reticent actually to witness the damage, since seeing 
things made them real, and seeing her own broken body was not 
a reality she wanted to acknowledge—slowly, she opened her 
eyes. Things were blurry here at ground level. Hazy browns and 
grays in the foreground, becoming progressively brighter and 
greener in the distance. Slowly, things came into focus. 

Slowly, she saw the Ewok. 

A strange, small, furry creature, he stood three feet from Leia’s 


face and no more than three feet tall. He had large, dark, curious, 
brownish eyes, and stubby little finger-paws. Completely covered, 
head to foot, with soft, brown fur, he looked like nothing so much 
as the stuffed baby Wookiee doll Leia remembered playing with 
as a child. In fact, when she first saw the creature standing before 
her, she thought it merely a dream, a childhood memory rising 
out of her addled brain. 

But this wasn’t a dream. It was an Ewok. And his name was 
Wicket. 

Nor was he exclusively cute—for as Leia focused further, she 
could see a knife strapped to his waist. It was all he wore, save 
for a thin leather mantle only covering his head. 

They watched each other, unmoving, for a long minute. The 
Ewok seemed puzzled by the princess; uncertain of what she was, 
or what she intended. At the moment, Leia intended to see if she 
could sit up. 

She sat up, with a groan. 

The sound apparently frightened the little fluffball; he rapidly 
stumbled backward, tripped, and fell. “Eeeeep!” he squeaked. 

Leia scrutinized herself closely, looking for signs of serious 
damage. Her clothes were torn; she had cuts, bruises, and scrapes 
everywhere—but nothing seemed to be broken or irreparable. On 
the other hand, she had no idea where she was. She groaned 
again. 

That did it for the Ewok. He jumped up, grabbed a four-foot- 
long spear, and held it defensively in her direction. Warily, he 
circled, poking the pointed javelin at her, clearly more fearful 
than aggressive. 

“Hey, cut that out,” Leia brushed the weapon away with 
annoyance. That was all she needed now—to be skewered by a 
teddy bear. More gently, she added: “I’m not going to hurt you.” 

Gingerly, she stood up, testing her legs. The Ewok backed away 
with caution. 

“Don’t be afraid,” Leia tried to put reassurance into her voice. 
“I just want to see what happened to my bike here.” She knew the 
more she talked in this tone, the more at ease it would put the 
little creature. Moreover, she knew if she was talking, she was 
doing okay. 

Her legs were a little unsteady, but she was able to walk slowly 
over to the charred remains of the speeder, now lying in a half- 


melted pile at the base of the partially blackened tree. 

Her movement was away from the Ewok, who, like a skittish 
puppy, took this as a safe sign and followed her to the wreckage. 
Leia picked the Imperial scout’s laser pistol off the ground; it was 
all that was left of him. 

“I think I got off at the right time,” she muttered. 

The Ewok appraised the scene with his big, shiny eyes, nodded, 
shook his head, and squeaked vociferously for several seconds. 

Leia looked all around her at the dense forest, then sat down, 
with a sigh, on a fallen log. She was at eye-level with the Ewok, 
now, and they once again regarded each other, a little 
bewildered, a little concerned. “Trouble is, Pm sort of stuck 
here,” she confided. “And I don’t even know where here is.” 

She put her head in her hands, partly to mull over the 
situation, partly to rub some of the soreness from her temples. 
Wicket sat down beside her and mimicked her posture exactly— 
head in paws, elbows on knees—then let out a little sympathetic 
Ewok sigh. 

Leia laughed appreciatively and scratched the small creature’s 
furry head, between the ears. He purred like a kitten. 

“You wouldn’t happen to have a comlink on you by any 
chance?” Big joke—but she hoped maybe talking about it would 
give her an idea. The Ewok blinked a few times—but he only 
gave her a mystified look. Leia smiled. “No, I guess not.” 

Suddenly Wicket froze; his ears twitched, and he sniffed the air. 
He tilted his head in an attitude of keen attention. 

“What is it?” Leia whispered. Something was obviously amiss. 
Then she heard it: a quiet snap in the bushes beyond, a tentative 
rustling. 

All at once the Ewok let out a loud, terrified screech. Leia drew 
her pistol, jumping behind the log; Wicket scurried beside her 
and squeezed under it. A long silence followed. Tense, uncertain, 
Leia trained her senses on the near underbrush. Ready to fight. 

For all her readiness, she hadn’t expected the laser bolt to come 
from where it did—high, off to the right. It exploded in front of 
the log with a shower of light and pine needles. She returned the 
fire quickly—two short blasts—then just as quickly sensed 
something behind her. Slowly she swiveled, to find an Imperial 
scout standing over her, his weapon leveled at her head. He 
reached out his hand for the pistol she held. 


“PIL take that,” he ordered. 

Without warning, a furry hand came out from under the log 
and jabbed the scout in the leg with a knife. The man howled in 
pain, began jumping about on one foot. 

Leia dove for his fallen laser pistol. She rolled, fired and hit the 
scout squarely in the chest, flash-burning his heart. 

Quickly the forest was quiet once more, the noise and light 
swallowed up as if they had never been. Leia lay still where she 
was, panting softly, waiting for another attack. None came. 

Wicket poked his fuzzy head up from under the log, and looked 
around. “Eeep rrp scrp ooooh,” he mumbled in a tone of awe. 

Leia hopped up, ran all about the area, crouched, turned her 
head from side to side. It seemed safe for the time being. She 
motioned to her chubby new friend. “Come on, we’d better get 
out of here.” 

As they moved into the thick flora, Wicket took the lead. Leia 
was unsure at first, but he shrieked urgently at her and tugged 
her sleeve. So she relinquished control to the odd little beast and 
followed him. 

She cast her mind adrift for a while, letting her feet carry her 
nimbly along among the gargantuan trees. She was struck, 
suddenly, not by the smallness of the Ewok who guided her, but 
by her own smallness next to these trees. They were ten thousand 
years old, some of them, and tall beyond sight. They were 
temples to the life-force she championed; they reached out to the 
rest of the universe. She felt herself part of their greatness, but 
also dwarfed by it. 

And lonely. She felt lonely here, in this forest of giants. All her 
life she’d lived among giants of her own people: her father, the 
great Senator Organa; her mother, then Minister of Education; 
her peers and friends, giants all ... 

But these trees. They were like mighty exclamation points, 
announcing their own preeminence. They were here! They were 
older than time! They would be here long after Leia was gone, 
after the Rebellion, after the Empire ... 

And then she didn’t feel lonely again, but felt a part again, of 
these magnificent, poised beings. A part of them across time, and 
space, connected by the vibrant, vital force, of which ... 

It was confusing. A part, and apart. She couldn’t grasp it. She 
felt large and small, brave and timid. She felt like a tiny, creative 


spark, dancing about in the fires of life ... dancing behind a 
furtive, pudgy midget bear, who kept beckoning her deeper into 
the woods. 

It was this, then, that the Alliance was fighting to preserve— 
furry creatures in mammoth forests helping scared, brave 
princesses to safety. Leia wished her parents were alive, so she 
could tell them. 


Lord Vader stepped out of the elevator and stood at the 
entrance to the throne room. The light-cables hummed either side 
of the shaft, casting an eerie glow on the royal guards who waited 
there. He marched resolutely down the walkway, up the stairs, 
and paused subserviently behind the throne. He kneeled, 
motionless. 

Almost immediately, he heard the Emperor’s voice. “Rise. Rise 
and speak, my friend.” 

Vader rose, as the throne swiveled around, and the Emperor 
faced him. 

They made eye contact from light-years and a soul’s breath 
away. Across that abyss, Vader responded. “My master, a small 
Rebel force has penetrated the shield and landed on Endor.” 

“Yes, I know.” There was no hint of surprise in his tone; rather, 
fulfillment. 

Vader noted this, then went on. “My son is with them.” 

The Emperor’s brow furrowed less than a millimeter. His voice 
remained cool, unruffled, slightly curious. “Are you sure?” 

“I felt him, my master.” It was almost a taunt. He knew the 
Emperor was frightened of young Skywalker, afraid of his power. 
Only together could Vader and the Emperor hope to pull the Jedi 
Knight over to the dark side. He said it again, emphasizing his 
own singularity. “I felt him.” 

“Strange, that I have not,” the Emperor murmured, his eyes 
becoming slits. They both knew the Force wasn’t all-powerful— 
and no one was infallible with its use. It had everything to do 
with awareness, with vision. Certainly, Vader and his son were 
more closely linked than was the Emperor with young Skywalker 
—but, in addition, the Emperor was now aware of a crosscurrent 
he hadn’t read before, a buckle in the Force he couldn’t quite 
understand. “I wonder if your feelings on this matter are clear, 


Lord Vader.” 

“They are clear, my master.” He knew his son’s presence, it 
galled him and fueled him and lured him and howled in a voice 
of its own. 

“Then you must go to the Sanctuary Moon and wait for him,” 
Emperor Palpatine said simply. As long as things were clear, 
things were clear. 

“He will come to me?” Vader asked skeptically. This was not 
what he felt. He felt drawn. 

“Of his own free will,” the Emperor assured him. It must be of 
his own free will, else all was lost. A spirit could not be coerced 
into corruption, it had to be seduced. It had to participate 
actively. It had to crave. Luke Skywalker knew these things, and 
still he circled the black fire, like a cat. Destinies could never be 
read with absolute certainty—but Skywalker would come, that 
was clear. “I have foreseen it. His compassion for you will be his 
undoing.” Compassion had always been the weak belly of the 
Jedi, and forever would be. It was the ultimate vulnerability. The 
Emperor had none. “The boy will come to you, and you will then 
bring him before me.” 

Vader bowed low. “As you wish.” 

With casual malice, the Emperor dismissed the Dark Lord. With 
grim anticipation, Vader strode out of the throne room, to board 
the shuttle for Endor. 


Luke, Chewie, Han, and Threepio picked their way 
methodically through the undergrowth behind Artoo, whose 
antenna continued to revolve. It was remarkable the way the 
little droid was able to blaze a trail over jungle terrain like this, 
but he did it without fuss, the miniature cutting tools on his 
walkers and dome slicing neatly through anything too dense to 
push out of the way. 

Artoo suddenly stopped, causing some consternation on the 
part of his followers. His radar screen spun faster, he clicked and 
whirred to himself, then darted forward with an excited 
announcement. “Vrrr dEEp dWP booooo dWEE op!” 

Threepio raced behind him. “Artoo says the rocket bikes are 
right up—oh, dear.” 

They broke into the clearing just ahead of the others, but all 


stopped in a clump on entering. The charred debris of three 
speeder bikes was strewn around the area—not to mention the 
remains of some Imperial scouts. 

They spread out to inspect the rubble. Little of note was 
evident, except a torn piece of Leia’s jacket. Han held it soberly, 
thinking. 

Threepio spoke quietly. “Artoo’s sensors find no other trace of 
Princess Leia.” 

“T hope she’s nowhere near here, now,” Han said to the trees. 
He didn’t want to imagine her loss. After all that had happened, 
he simply couldn’t believe it would end this way for her. 

“Looks like she ran into two of them,” Luke said, just to say 
something. None of them wanted to draw any conclusions. 

“She seems to have done all right,” Han responded somewhat 
tersely. He was addressing Luke, but speaking to himself. 

Only Chewbacca seemed uninterested in the clearing in which 
they were standing. He stood facing the dense foliage beyond, 
then wrinkled his nose, sniffing. 

“Rahrr!” he shouted, plunging into the thicket. The others 
rushed after him. 

Artoo whistled softly, nervously. 

“Picking up what?” Threepio snapped. “Try to be more specific, 
would you?” 

The trees became significantly taller as the group pushed on. 
Not that it was possible to see any higher, but the girth of the 
trunks was increasingly massive. The rest of the forest was 
thinning a bit in the process, making passage easier, but giving 
them the distinct sense that they were shrinking. It was an 
ominous feeling. 

All at once the undergrowth gave way again, to yet another 
open space. At the center of this clearing, a single tall stake was 
planted in the ground, from which hung several shanks of raw 
meat. The searchers stared, then cautiously walked to the stake. 

“What’s this?” Threepio voiced the collective question. 

Chewbacca’s nose was going wild, in some kind of olfactory 
delirium. He held himself back as long as he could, but was 
finally unable to resist: he reached out for one of the slabs of 
meat. 

“No wait!” shouted Luke. “Don’t—” 

But it was too late. The moment the meat was pulled from the 


stake, a huge net sprang up all around the adventurers, instantly 
hoisting them high above the ground, in a twisting jumble of 
arms and legs. 

Artoo whistled wildly—he was programmed to hate being 
upside-down—as the Wookiee bayed his regret. 

Han peeled a hairy paw away from his mouth, spitting fur. 
“Great, Chewie. Nice work. Always thinking with your stomach 

“Take it easy,” called Luke. “Let’s just figure out how to get out 
of this thing.” He tried, but was unable, to free his arms; one 
locked behind him through the net, one pinned to Threepio’s leg. 
“Can anyone reach my lightsaber?” 

Artoo was bottommost. He extended his cutting appendage and 
began clipping the loops of the viney net. 

Solo, meantime, was trying to squeeze his arm past Threepio, 
trying to stretch to reach the lightsaber hanging at Luke’s waist. 
They settled, jerkily, as Artoo cut through another piece of mesh, 
leaving Han pressed face to face with the protocol droid. 

“Out of the way, Goldenrod—unh—get off of—” 

“How do you think I feel?” Threepio charged. There was no 
protocol in a situation like this. 

“T don’t really—” Han began, but suddenly Artoo cut through 
the last link, and the entire group crashed out of the net, to the 
ground. As they gradually regained their senses, sat up, checked 
to make certain the others were all safe, one by one they realized 
they were surrounded by twenty furry little creatures, all wearing 
soft leather hoods, or caps; all brandishing spears. 

One came close to Han, pushing a long spear in his face, 
screeching “eeee wk!” 

Solo knocked the weapon aside, with a curt directive. “Point 
that thing somewhere else.” 

A second Ewok became alarmed, and lunged at Han. Again, he 
deflected the spear, but in the process got cut on the arm. 

Luke reached for his lightsaber, but just then a third Ewok ran 
forward, pushing the more aggressive ones out of the way, and 
shrieked a long string of seeming invective at them, in a 
decidedly scolding tone. At this, Luke decided to hold off on his 
lightsaber. 

Han was wounded and angry, though. He started to draw his 
pistol. Luke stopped him before he cleared holster, with a look. 


“Don’t—it’ll be all right,” he added. Never confuse ability with 
appearance, Ben used to tell him—or actions with motivations. 
Luke was uncertain of these little furries, but he had a feeling. 

Han held his arm, and held his peace, as the Ewoks swarmed 
around, confiscating all their weapons. Luke even relinquished 
his lightsaber. Chewie growled suspiciously. 

Artoo and Threepio were just extracting themselves from the 
collapsed net, as the Ewoks chattered excitedly to each other. 

Luke turned to the golden droid. “Threepio, can you 
understand what they’re saying?” 

Threepio rose from the mesh trap, feeling himself for dents or 
rattles. “Oh, my head,” he complained. 

At the sight of his fully upright body, the Ewoks began 
squeaking among themselves, pointing and gesticulating. 

Threepio spoke to the one who appeared to be the leader. 
“Chree breeb a shurr du.” 

“Bloh wreee dbleeop weeschhreee!” answered the fuzzy beast. 

“Du wee sheess?” 

“Reeop glwah wrrripsh.” 

“Shreee?” 

Suddenly one of the Ewoks dropped his spear with a little gasp 
and prostrated himself before the shiny droid. In another 
moment, all the Ewoks followed suit. Threepio looked at his 
friends with a slightly embarrassed shrug. 

Chewie let out a puzzled bark. Artoo whirred speculatively. 
Luke and Han regarded the battalion of kowtowing Ewoks in 
wonder. 

Then, at some invisible signal from one of their group, the 
small creatures began to chant in unison: “Eekee whoh, eekee 
whoh, Rheakee rheekee whoh ...” 

Han looked at Threepio with total disbelief. “What’d you say to 
them?” 

“ ‘Hello,’ I think,” Threepio replied almost apologetically. He 
hastened to add, “I could be mistaken, they’re using a very 
primitive dialect ... I believe they think ’m some sort of god.” 

Chewbacca and Artoo thought that was very funny. They spent 
several seconds hysterically barking and whistling before they 
finally managed to quiet down. Chewbacca had to wipe a tear 
from his eye. 

Han just shook his head with a galaxy-weary look of patience. 


“Well how about using your divine influence to get us out of 
this?” he suggested solicitously. 

Threepio pulled himself up to his full height, and spoke with 
unrelenting decorum. “I beg your pardon, Captain Solo, but that 
wouldn’t be proper.” 

“Proper!?” Solo roared. He always knew this pompous droid 
was going to go too far with him one day—and this might well be 
the day. 

“Its against my programming to impersonate a deity,” he 
replied to Solo, as if nothing so obvious needed explanation. 

Han moved threateningly toward the protocol droid, his fingers 
itching to pull a plug. “Listen, you pile of bolts, if you don’t—” 
He got no farther, as fifteen Ewok spears were thrust menacingly 
in his face. “Just kidding,” he smiled affably. 


The procession of Ewoks wound its way slowly into the ever- 
darkening forest—tiny, somber creatures, inching through a 
giant’s maze. The sun had nearly set, now, and the long criss- 
crossing shadows made the cavernous domain even more 
imposing than before. Yet the Ewoks seemed well at home, 
turning down each dense corridor of vines with precision. 

On their shoulders they carried their four prisoners—Han, 
Chewbacca, Luke, Artoo—tied to long poles, wrapped around and 
around with vines, immobilizing them as if they were wriggling 
larvae in coarse, leafy cocoons. 

Behind the captives, Threepio, borne on a litter—rough-hewn 
of branches in the shape of a chair—was carried high upon the 
shoulders of the lowly Ewoks. Like a royal potentate, he perused 
the mighty forest through which they carried him—the 
magnificent lavender sunset glowing between the vinery, the 
exotic flowers starting to close, the ageless trees, the glistening 
ferns—and knew that no one before him had ever appreciated 
these things in just precisely the manner he was now. No one else 
had his sensors, his circuits, his programs, his memory banks— 
and so in some real way, he was the creator of this little universe, 
its images, and colors. 

And it was good. 


Lids 


THE starry sky seemed very near the treetops to Luke as he and 
his friends were carried into the Ewok village. He wasn’t even 
aware it was a village at first—the tiny orange sparks of light in 
the distance he thought initially to be stars. This was particularly 
true when—dangling on his back, strapped to the pole as he was 
—the fiery bright points flickered directly above him, between 
the trees. 

But then he found himself being hoisted up intricate stairways 
and hidden ramps around the immense trunks; and gradually, the 
higher they went, the bigger and cracklier the lights became. 
When the group was hundreds of feet up in the trees, Luke finally 
realized the lights were bonfires—among the treetops. 

They were finally taken out onto a rickety wooden walkway, 
far too far off the ground to be able to see anything below them 
but the abysmal drop. For one bleak moment Luke was afraid 
they were simply going to be pitched over the brink to test their 
knowledge of forest lore. But the Ewoks had something else in 
mind. 

The narrow platform ended midway between two trees. The 
first creature in line grabbed hold of a long vine and swung 
across to the far trunk—which Luke could see, by twisting his 
head around, had a large cavelike opening carved into its titanic 
surface. Vines were quickly tossed back and forth across the 
chasm, until soon a kind of lattice was constructed—and Luke 
found himself being pulled across it, on his back, still tied to the 
wooden poles. He looked down once, into nothingness. It was an 
unwelcome sensation. 

On the other side they rested on a shaky, narrow platform until 


everyone was across. Then the diminutive monkey-bears 
dismantled the webbing of vines and proceeded into the tree with 
their captives. It was totally black inside, but Luke had the 
impression it was more of a tunnel through the wood than an 
actual cavern. The impression of dense, solid walls was 
everywhere, like a burrow in a mountain. When they emerged, 
fifty yards beyond, they were in the village square. 

It was a series of wooden platforms, planks, and walkways 
connecting an extensive cluster of enormous trees. Supported by 
this scaffolding was a village of huts, constructed of an odd 
combination of stiffened leather, daub and wattle, thatched roofs, 
mud floors. Small campfires burned before many of the huts—the 
sparks were caught by an elaborate system of hanging vines, 
which funneled them to a smothering point. And everywhere, 
were hundreds of Ewoks. 

Cooks, tanners, guards, grandfathers. Mother Ewoks gathered 
up squealing babies at the sight of the prisoners and scurried into 
their huts or pointed or murmured. Dinner smoke filled the air; 
children played games; minstrels played strange, resonant music 
on hollow logs, windy reeds. 

There was vast blackness below, vaster still, above; but here in 
this tiny village suspended between the two, Luke felt warmth 
and light, and special peace. 

The entourage of captors and captives stopped before the 
largest hut. Luke, Chewie, and Artoo were leaned, on their poles, 
against a nearby tree. Han was tied to a spit, and balanced above 
a pile of kindling that looked suspiciously like a barbecue pit. 
Dozens of Ewoks gathered around, chattering curiously in 
animated squeals. 

Teebo emerged from the large structure. He was slightly bigger 
than most of the others, and undeniably fiercer. His fur was a 
pattern of light and dark gray stripes. Instead of the usual 
leathery hood, he wore a horned animal half-skull atop his head, 
which he’d further adorned with feathers. He carried a stone 
hatchet, and even for someone as small as an Ewok, he walked 
with a definite swagger. 

He examined the group cursorily, then seemed to make some 
kind of pronouncement. At that, a member of the hunting party 
stepped forward—Paploo, the mantled Ewok who seemed to have 
taken a more protective view toward the prisoners. 


Teebo conferred with Paploo for a short time. The discussion 
soon turned into a heated disagreement, however, with Paploo 
apparently taking the Rebels’ side, and Teebo seemingly 
dismissing whatever considerations arose. The rest of the tribe 
stood around watching the debate with great interest, 
occasionally shouting comments or squeaking excitedly. 

Threepio, whose litter/throne had been set down in a place of 
honor near the stake to which Solo was tied, followed the 
ongoing argument with rapt fascination. He began to translate 
once or twice for Luke and the others—but stopped after only a 
few words, since the debaters were talking so fast, he didn’t want 
to lose the gist of what was being said. Consequently, he didn’t 
transmit any more information than the names of the Ewoks 
involved. 

Han looked over at Luke with a dubious frown. “I don’t like the 
looks of this.” 

Chewie growled his wholehearted agreement. 

Suddenly Logray exited from the large hut, silencing everyone 
with his presence. Shorter than Teebo, he was nonetheless clearly 
the object of greater general respect. He, too, wore a half-skull on 
his head—some kind of great bird skull, a single feather tied to its 
crest. His fur was striped tan, though, and his face wise. He 
carried no weapon; only a pouch at his side, and a staff topped by 
the spine of a once-powerful enemy. 

One by one, he carefully appraised the captives, smelling Han, 
testing the fabric of Luke’s clothing between his fingers. Teebo 
and Paploo babbled their opposing points of view at him, but he 
seemed supremely uninterested, so they soon stopped. 

When Logray came to Chewbacca, he became fascinated, and 
poked at the Wookiee with his staff of bones. Chewie took 
exception to this, though: he growled dangerously at the tiny 
bear-man. Logray needed no further coaching and did a quick 
back-step—at the same time reaching into his pouch and 
sprinkling some herbs in Chewie’s direction. 

“Careful, Chewie,” Han cautioned from across the square. “He 
must be the head honcho.” 

“No,” Threepio corrected, “actually I believe he’s their 
Medicine Man.” 

Luke was about to intervene, then decided to wait. It would be 
better if this serious little community came to its own conclusions 


about them, in its own way. The Ewoks seemed curiously 
grounded for a people so airborne. 

Logray wandered over to examine Artoo-Detoo, a most 
wondrous creature. He sniffed, tapped, and stroked the droid’s 
metal shell, then scrunched up his face in a look of consternation. 
After a few moments of thought, he ordered the small robot cut 
down. 

The crowd murmured excitedly and backed off a few feet. 
Artoo’s vine binders were slashed by two knife-wielding guards, 
causing the droid to slide down his pole and crash 
unceremoniously to the ground. 

The guards set him upright. Artoo was instantly furious. He 
zeroed in on Teebo as the source of his ignominy, and beeping a 
blue streak, began to chase the terrified Ewok in circles. The 
crowd roared—some cheering on Teebo, some squeaking 
encouragement to the deranged droid. 

Finally Artoo got close enought to Teebo to zing him with an 
electric charge. The shocked Ewok jumped into the air, squealed 
raucously, and ran away as fast as his stubby little legs could 
carry him. Wicket slipped surreptitiously into the big hut, as the 
onlookers screeched their indignation or delight. 

Threepio was incensed. “Artoo, stop that! You’re only going to 
make matters worse.” 

Artoo scooted over directly in front of the golden droid, and 
began beeping a vehement tirade. “Wreee op doo rhee vrrr gk 
gdk dk whoo dop dhop vree doo dweet ...” 

This outburst miffed Threepio substantially. With a haughty tilt 
he sat up straight in his throne. “That’s no way to speak to 
someone in my position.” 

Luke was afraid the situation was well on its way to getting out 
of control. He called with the barest hint of impatience to his 
faithful droid. “Threepio, I think it’s time you spoke on our 
behalf.” 

Threepio—rather ungraciously, actually—turned to the 
assemblage of fuzzy creatures and made a short speech, pointing 
from time to time to his friends tied to the stakes. 

Logray became visibly upset by this. He waved his staff, 
stamped his feet, shrieked at the golden droid for a full minute. 
At the conclusion of his statement, he nodded to several attentive 
fellows, who nodded back and began filling the pit under Han 


with firewood. 

“Well, what did he say?” Han shouted with some concern. 

Threepio wilted with chagrin. “I’m rather embarrassed, Captain 
Solo, but it appears you are to be the main course at a banquet in 
my honor. He is quite offended that I should suggest otherwise.” 

Before another word could be said, log-drums began beating in 
ominous syncopation. As one, all the furry heads turned toward 
the mouth of the large hut. Out of it came Wicket; and behind 
him, Chief Chirpa. 

Chirpa was gray of fur, strong of will. On his head he bore a 
garland woven of leaves, teeth, and the horns of great animals 
he’d bested in the hunt. In his right hand he carried a staff 
fashioned from the longbone of a flying reptile; in his left he held 
an iguana, who was his pet and advisor. 

He surveyed the scene in the square at a glance, then turned to 
wait for the guest who was only now emerging from the large hut 
behind him. 

The guest was the beautiful young Princess of Alderaan. 

“Leia!” Luke and Han shouted together. 

“Rahrhah!” 

“Boo dEEdwee!” 

“Your Highness!” 

With a gasp she rushed toward her friends, but a phalanx of 
Ewoks blocked her way with spears. She turned to Chief Chirpa, 
then to her robot interpreter. 

“Threepio, tell them these are my friends. They must be set 
free.” 

Threepio looked at Chirpa and Logray. “Eep sqee rheeow,” he 
said with much civility. “Sqeeow roah meep meeb eerah.” 

Chirpa and Logray shook their heads with a motion that was 
unequivocably negative. Logray chattered an order at his helpers, 
who resumed vigorously piling wood under Solo. 

Han exchanged helpless looks with Leia. “Somehow I have a 
feeling that didn’t do us much good,” 

“Luke, what can we do?” Leia urged. She hadn’t expected this 
at all. She’d expected a guide back to her ship, or at worst a short 
supper and lodging for the night. She definitely didn’t understand 
these creatures. “Luke?” she questioned. 

Han was about to offer a suggestion when he paused, briefly 
taken aback by Leia’s sudden intense faith in Luke. It was 


something he hadn’t really noted before; he merely noted it now. 
Before he could speak up with his plan, though, Luke chimed 
in. “Threepio, tell them if they don’t do as you wish, you’ll 
become angry and use your magic.” 
“But Master Luke, what magic?” the droid protested. “I couldn’t 


” 


“Tell them!” Luke ordered, uncharacteristically raising his 
voice. There were times when Threepio could test even the 
patience of a Jedi. 

The interpreter-droid turned to the large audience, and spoke 
with great dignity. “Eemeeblee screesh oahr aish sh sheestee 
meep eep eep.” 

The Ewoks seemed greatly disturbed by this proclamation. 
They all backed up several steps, except for Logray, who took two 
steps forward. He shouted something at Threepio—something 
that sounded very in the nature of a challenge. 

Luke closed his eyes with absolute concentration. Threepio 
began rattling on in a terribly unsettled manner, as if he’d been 
caught falsifying his own program. “They don’t believe me, 
Master Luke, just as I told you ...” 

Luke wasn’t listening to the droid, though; he was visualizing 
him. Seeing him sitting shiny and golden on his throne of twigs, 
nodding this way and that, prattling on about the most 
inconsequential of matters, sitting there in the black void of 
Luke’s consciousness ... and slowly beginning to rise. 

Slowly, Threepio began to rise. 

At first, he didn’t notice; at first, nobody did. Threepio just 
went right on talking, as his entire litter steadily elevated off the 
ground, “... told you, I told you, I told you they wouldn't. I 
don’t know why you—wha—wait a minute ... what’s happening 
here?...” 

Threepio and the Ewoks all realized what was happening at 
just about the same moment. The Ewoks silently fell back in 
terror from the floating throne. Threepio now began to spin, as if 
he were on a revolving stool. Graceful, majestic spinning. 

“Help,” he whispered. “Artoo, help me.” 

Chief Chirpa shouted orders to his cowering minions. Quickly 
they ran forward and released the bound prisoners. Leia, Han, 
and Luke enfolded each other in a long, powerful embrace. It 
seemed, to all of them, a strange setting in which to gain the first 


victory of this campaign against the Empire. 

Luke was aware of a plaintive beeping behind him, and turned 
to see Artoo staring up at a still-spinning Threepio. Luke lowered 
the golden droid slowly to the ground. 

“Thanks, Threepio,” the young Jedi patted him gratefully on 
the shoulder. 

Threepio, still a bit shaken, stood with a wobbly, amazed smile. 
“Why—why—I didn’t know I had it in me.” 


The hut of Chief Chirpa was large, by Ewok standards—though 
Chewbacca, sitting cross-legged, nearly scraped the ceiling with 
his head. The Wookiee hunched along one side of the dwelling 
with his Rebel comrades, while the Chief and ten Elders sat on 
the other side facing them. In the center, between the two groups, 
a small fire warmed the night air, casting ephemeral shadows on 
the earthen walls. 

Outside, the entire village awaited the decisions this council 
would arrive at. It was a pensive, clear night, charged with high 
moment. Though it was quite late, not an Ewok slept. 

Inside, Threepio was speaking. Positive and negative feedback 
loops had already substantially increased his fluency in this 
squeaky language; he was now in the midst of an animated 
history of the Galactic Civil War—replete with pantomime, 
elocution, explosive sound effects, and editorial commentary. He 
even mimicked an Imperial walker at one point. 

The Ewok Elders listened carefully, occasionally murmuring 
comments to each other. It was a fascinating story, and they were 
thoroughly absorbed—at times, horrified; at times, outraged. 
Logray conferred with Chief Chirpa once or twice, and several 
times asked Threepio questions, to which the golden droid 
responded quite movingly—once Artoo even whistled, probably 
for emphasis. 

In the end, though, after a rather brief discussion among the 
Elders, the Chief shook his head negatively, with an expression of 
rueful dissatisfaction. He spoke finally to Threepio, and Threepio 
interpreted for his friends. 

“Chief Chirpa says it’s a very moving story,” the droid 
explained. “But it really has nothing to do with Ewoks.” 

A deep and pressing silence filled the small chamber. Only the 


fire softly crackled its bright but darkling soliloquy. 

It was finally Solo—of all people—who opened his mouth to 
speak for the group. For the Alliance. 

“Tell them this, Goldenrod—” he smiled at the droid, with 
conscious affection for the first time. “Tell them it’s hard to 
translate a rebellion, so maybe a translator shouldn’t tell the 
story. So Ill tell ’em. 

“They shouldn’t help us ’cause we’re asking ’em to. They 
shouldn’t even help us ’cause it’s in their own interest to—even 
though it is, you know—just for one example, the Empire’s 
tappin’ a lot of energy out of this moon to generate its deflector 
shield, and that’s a lot of energy you guys are gonna be without 
come winter, and I mean you’re gonna be hurtin’... but never 
mind that. Tell ’em, Threepio.” 

Threepio told them. Han went on. 

“But that’s not why they should help us. That’s why I used to 
do stuff, because it was in my interest. But not anymore. Well, 
not so much, anyway. Mostly I do things for my friends, now 
—’cause what else is so important? Money? Power? Jabba had 
that, and you know what happened to him. Okay, okay, the point 
is—your friends are ... your friends. You know?” 

This was one of the most inarticulate pleas Leia had ever heard, 
but it made her eyes fill with tears. The Ewoks, on the other 
hand, remained silent, impassive. Teebo and the stoic little fellow 
named Paploo traded a few muttered words; the rest were 
motionless, their expressions unreadable. 

After another protracted pause, Luke cleared his throat. “I 
realize this concept may be abstract—may be difficult to draw 
these connections,” he started slowly, “but it’s terribly important 
for the entire galaxy, for our Rebel force to destroy the Imperial 
presence here on Endor. Look up, there, through the smoke hole 
in the roof. Just through that tiny hole, you can count a hundred 
stars. In the whole sky there are millions, and billions more you 
can’t even see. And they all have planets, and moons, and happy 
people just like you. And the Empire is destroying all that. You 
can ... you could get dizzy just lying on your back and staring up 
at all the starshine. You could almost ... explode, it’s so beautiful 
sometimes. And you’re part of the beauty, it’s all part of the same 
Force. And the Empire is trying to turn out the lights.” 

It took a while for Threepio to finish translating this—he 


wanted to get all the words just right. When he did eventually 
stop talking, there was an extensive squeaking among the Elders, 
rising and falling in volume, ceasing and then resuming again. 

Leia knew what Luke was trying to say, but she feared greatly 
that the Ewoks wouldn’t see the connection. It was connected 
intimately, though, if she could only bridge the gap for them. She 
thought of her experience in the forest earlier—her sense of 
oneness with the trees, whose outstretched limbs seemed to touch 
the very stars; the stars, whose light filtered down like cascading 
magic. She felt the power of the magic within her, and it 
resonated around the hut, from being to being, flowing through 
her again, making her stronger, still; until she felt one with these 
Ewoks, nearly—felt as if she understood them, knew them; 
conspired with them, in the primary sense of the word: they 
breathed together. 

The debate wound down, leaving finally another quiet moment 
in the hut. Leia’s respirations quieted, too, in resonance; and with 
an air of confident serenity, she made her appeal to the council. 

“Do it because of the trees,” she said. 

That’s all she said. Everyone expected more, but there was no 
more; only this short, oblique outburst. 

Wicket had been observing these proceedings with increasing 
concern, from the sidelines. On several occasions it was apparent 
he was restraining himself with great difficulty from entering the 
council’s discourse—but now he jumped to his feet, paced the 
width of the hut several times, finally faced the Elders, and began 
his own impassioned speech. 

“Eep eep, meep eek squee ...” 

Threepio translated for his friends: “Honorable Elders, we have 
this night received a perilous, wondrous gift. The gift of freedom. 
This golden god ...”—here Threepio paused in his translation just 
long enough to savor the moment; then went on—“... This 
golden god, whose return to us has been prophesied since the 
First Tree, tells us now he will not be our Master, tells us we are 
free to choose as we will—that we must choose; as all living 
things must choose their own destiny. He has come, Honorable 
Elders, and he will go; no longer may we be slaves to his divine 
guidance. We are free. 

“Yet how must we comport ourselves? Is an Ewok’s love of the 
wood any less because he can leave it? No—his love is more, 


because he can leave it, yet he stays. So is it with the voice of the 
Golden One: we can close our eyes; yet we listen. 

“His friends tell us of a Force, a great living spirit, of which we 
are all part, even as the leaves are things separate yet part of the 
tree. We know this spirit, Honorable Elders, though we call it not 
the Force. The friends of the Golden One tell us this Force is in 
great jeopardy, here and everywhere. When the fire reaches the 
forest, who is safe? Not even the Great Tree of which all things 
are part; nor its leaves, nor its roots, nor its birds. All are in peril, 
forever and ever. 

“It is a brave thing to confront such a fire, Honorable Elders. 
Many will die, that the forest lives on. 

“But the Ewoks are brave.” 

The little bear-creature fixed his gaze on the others in the hut. 
Not a word was spoken; nonetheless, the communication was 
intense. After a minute like this, he concluded his statement. 

“Honorable Elders, we must aid this noble party not less for the 
trees, but more for the sake of the leaves on the trees. These 
Rebels are like the Ewoks, who are like the leaves. Battered by 
the wind, eaten without thought by the tumult of locusts that 
inhabit the world—yet do we throw ourselves on smoldering 
fires, that another may know the warmth of light; yet do we make 
a soft bed of ourselves, that another may know rest; yet do we 
swirl in the wind that assails us, to send the fear of chaos into the 
hearts of our enemies; yet do we change color, even as the season 
calls upon us to change. So must we help our Leafbrothers, these 
Rebels—for so has come a season of change upon us.” 

He stood, still, before them, the small fire dancing in his eye. 
For a timeless moment, all the world seemed still. 

The Elders were moved. Without saying another word, they 
nodded in agreement. Perhaps they were telepathic. 

In any case, Chief Chirpa stood and, without preface, made a 
brief pronouncement. 

All at once drums began to beat throughout the entire village. 
The Elders jumped up—no longer at all so serious—and ran 
across the tent to hug the Rebels. Teebo even began to hug Artoo, 
but thought better of it as the little droid backed off with a low 
warning whistle. Teebo scurried over to hop playfully on the 
Wookiee’s back instead. 

Han smiled uncertainly. “What’s going on?” 


“Tm not sure,” Leia answered out the side of her mouth, “but it 
doesn’t look too bad.” 

Luke, like the others, was sharing the joyous occasion— 
whatever it meant—with a pleasant smile and diffuse good will, 
when suddenly a dark cloud filled his heart, hovered there, 
nestled a clammy chill into the corners of his soul. He wiped its 
traces from his visage, made his face a mask. Nobody noticed. 

Threepio finally nodded his understanding to Wicket, who was 
explaining the situation to him. He turned, with an expansive 
gesture, to the Rebels. “We are now part of the tribe.” 

“Just what I’ve always wanted,” said Solo. 

Threepio continued talking to the others, trying to ignore the 
sarcastic Star Captain. “The Chief has vowed to help us in any 
way to rid their land of the evil ones.” 

“Well, short help is better than no help, I always say,” Solo 
chuckled. 

Threepio was once again rapidly overheating his circuits 
toward the Corellian ingrate. “Teebo says his chief scouts, Wicket 
and Paploo, will show us the fastest way to the shield generator.” 

“Tell him thanks, Goldenrod.” He just loved irking Threepio. 
He couldn’t help himself. 

Chewie let out a righteous bark, happy to be on the move 
again. One of the Ewoks thought he was asking for food, though, 
and brought the Wookiee a large slab of meat. Chewbacca didn’t 
refuse. He downed the meat in a single gulp, as several Ewoks 
gathered, watching in amazement. They were so incredulous at 
this feat, in fact, they began giggling furiously; and the laughter 
was so infectious, it started the Wookiee chortling. His gruff 
guffaws were really hilarious to the chuckling Ewoks, so—as was 
their custom—they jumped on him in a frenzy of tickling, which 
he returned threefold, until they all lay in a puddle, quite 
exhausted. Chewie wiped his eyes and grabbed another piece of 
meat, which he gnawed at a more leisurely pace. 

Solo, meanwhile, began organizing the expedition. “How far is 
it? We’ll need some fresh supplies. There’s not much time, you 
know. Give me some of that, Chewie ...” 

Chewie snarled. 

Luke drifted to the back of the hut and then slipped outside 
during the commotion. Out in the square, a great party was going 
on—dancing, squealing, tickling—but Luke avoided this, too. He 


wandered away from the bonfires, away from the gaiety, to a 
secluded walkway on the dark side of a colossal tree. 

Leia followed him. 

The sounds of the forest filled the soft night air, here. Crickets, 
skittering rodents, desolate breezes, anguished owls. The 
perfumes were a mixture of night-blooming jasmine, and pine; 
the harmonies were strictly ethereal. The sky was crystal black. 

Luke stared at the brightest star in the heavens. It looked to be 
fired from deep within its core by raging elemental vapors. It was 
the Death Star. 

He couldn’t take his eyes from it. Leia found him like that. 

“What’s wrong?” she whispered. 

He smiled wearily. “Everything, I’m afraid. Or nothing, maybe. 
Maybe things are finally going to be as they were meant to be.” 

He felt the presence of Darth Vader very near. 

Leia took his hand. She felt so close to Luke, yet ... she couldn’t 
say how. He seemed so lost now, so alone. So distant. She almost 
couldn’t feel his hand in hers. “What is it, Luke?” 

He looked down at their intertwined fingers. “Leia ... do you 
remember your mother? Your real mother?” 

The question took her totally by surprise. She’d always felt so 
close to her adopted parents, it was as if they were her real 
parents. She almost never thought of her real mother—that was 
like a dream. 

Yet now Luke’s question made her start. Flashes from her 
infancy assaulted her—distorted visions of running ... a beautiful 
woman ... hiding in a trunk. The fragments suddenly threatened 
to flood her with emotion. 

“Yes,” she said, pausing to regain her composure. “Just a little 
bit. She died when I was very young.” 

“What do you remember?” he pressed. “Tell me.” 

“Just feelings, really ... images.” She wanted to let it slide, it 
was so out of the blue, so far from her immediate concerns ... but 
somehow so loud inside, all of a sudden. 

“Tell me,” Luke repeated. 

She felt surprised by his insistence, but decided to follow him 
with it, at least for the time being. She trusted him, even when he 
frightened her. “She was very beautiful,” Leia remembered aloud. 
“Gentle and kind—but sad.” She looked deeply into his eyes, 
seeking his intentions. “Why are you asking me this?” 


He turned away, peering back up at the Death Star, as if he’d 
been on the verge of opening up; then something scared him, and 
he pulled it all in once more. “I have no memory of my mother,” 
he claimed. “I never knew her.” 

“Luke, tell me what’s troubling you.” She wanted to help, she 
knew she could help. 

He stared at her a long moment, estimating her abilities, 
gauging her need to know, her desire to know. She was strong. 
He felt it, unwaveringly. He could depend on her. They all could. 
“Vader is here ... now. On this moon.” 

She felt a chill, like a physical sensation, as if her blood had 
actually congealed. “How do you know?” 

“T can feel his presence. He’s come for me.” 

“But how could he know we were here? Was it the code, did 
we leave out some password?” She knew it was none of these 
things. 

“No, it’s me. He can feel it when I’m near.” He held her by the 
shoulders. He wanted to tell her everything, but now as he tried, 
his will was starting to fail. “I must leave you, Leia. As long as Pm 
here, I endanger the whole group and our mission here.” His 
hands trembled. “I have to face Vader.” 

Leia was fast becoming distraught, confused. Intimations were 
rushing at her like wild owls out of the night, their wings 
brushing her cheek, their talons catching her hair, their harsh 
whispers thrilling her ear: “Who? Who? Who?” 

She shook her head hard. “I don’t understand, Luke. What do 
you mean, you have to face Vader?” 

He pulled her to him, his manner suddenly gentle; abidingly 
calm. To say it, just to say it, in some basic way released him. 
“He’s my father, Leia.” 

“Your father!?” She couldn’t believe it; yet of course it was 
true. 

He held her steady, to be a rock for her. “Leia, I’ve found 
something else out. It’s not going to be easy for you to hear it, but 
you have to. You have to know before I leave here because I 
might not be back. And if I don’t make it, you’re the only hope 
for the Alliance.” 

She looked away, she shook her head, she wouldn’t look at 
him. It was terribly disturbing, what Luke was saying, though she 
couldn’t imagine why. It was nonsense, of course; that was why. 


To call her the only hope for the Alliance if he should die—why, 
it was absurd. Absurd to think of Luke dying, and to think of her 
being the only hope. 

Both thoughts were out of the question. She moved away from 
him, to deny his words; at least to give them distance, to let her 
breathe. Flashes of her mother came again, in this breathing 
space. Parting embraces, flesh torn from flesh ... 

“Don’t talk that way, Luke. You have to survive. I do what I can 
—we all do—but I’m of no importance. Without you ... I can do 
nothing. It’s you, Luke. Pve seen it. You have a power I don’t 
understand ... and could never have.” 

“You’re wrong, Leia.” He held her at arm’s length. “You have 
that power, too. The Force is strong in you. In time you'll learn to 
use it as I have.” 

She shook her head. She couldn’t hear this. He was lying. She 
had no power, the power was elsewhere, she could only help and 
succor and support. What was he saying? Was it possible? 

He brought her closer still, held her face in his hands. 

He looked so tender now, so giving. Was he giving her the 
power? Could she truly hold it? What was he saying? “Luke, 
what’s come over you?” 

“Leia, the Force is strong in my family. My father has it, I have 
it, and ... my sister has it.” 

Leia stared full into his eyes again. Darkness whirled there. And 
truth. What she saw frightened her ... but now, this time, she 
didn’t draw away. She stood close to him. She started to 
understand. 

“Yes,” he whispered, seeing her comprehension. “Yes. It’s you, 
Leia.” He held her in his arms. 

Leia closed her eyes tightly against his words, against her tears. 
To no avail. It all washed over her, now, and through her. “I 
know,” she nodded. Openly she wept. 

“Then you know I must go to him.” 

She stood back, her face hot, her mind swimming in a storm. 
“No, Luke, no. Run away, far away. If he can feel your presence, 
go away from this place.” She held his hands, put her cheek on 
his chest. “I wish I could go with you.” 

He stroked the back of her head. “No, you don’t. You’ve never 
faltered. When Han and I and the others have doubted, you’ve 
always been strong. You’ve never turned away from your 


responsibility. I can’t say the same.” He thought of his premature 
flight from Dagobah, racing to risk everything before his training 
had been completed, almost destroying everything because of it. 
He looked down at the black, mechanical hand he had to show 
for it. How much more would be lost to his weakness? “Well,” he 
choked, “now we’re both going to fulfill our destinies.” 

“Luke, why? Why must you confront him?” 

He thought of all the reasons—to win, to lose, to join, to 
struggle, to kill, to weep, to walk away, to accuse, to ask why, to 
forgive, to not forgive, to die—but knew, in the end, there was 
only one reason, now and always. Only one reason that could 
ever matter. “There’s good in him, I’ve felt it. He won’t give me 
over to the Emperor. I can save him, I can turn him back to the 
good side.” His eyes became wild for just a moment, torn by 
doubts and passions. “I have to try, Leia. He’s our father.” 

They held each other close. Tears streamed silently down her 
face. 

“Goodbye, dear sister—lost, and found. Goodbye, sweet, sweet 
Leia.” 

She cried openly, now—they both did—as Luke held her away 
and moved slowly back along the planking. He disappeared into 
the darkness of the tree-cave that led out of the village. 

Leia watched him go, quietly weeping. She gave free vent to 
her feelings, did not try to stop the tears—tried, instead, to feel 
them, to feel the source they came from, the path they took, the 
murky corners they cleansed. 

Memories poured through her, now, clues, suspicions, half- 
heard mutterings when they’d thought she was asleep. Luke, her 
brother! And Vader, her father. This was too much to assimilate 
all at once, it was information overload. 

She was crying and trembling and whimpering all at once, 
when suddenly Han stepped up and embraced her from behind. 
He’d gone looking for her, and heard her voice, and came around 
just in time to see Luke leaving—but only now, when Leia 
jumped at his touch and he turned her around, did he realize she 
was sobbing. 

His quizzical smile turned to concern, tempered by the heart- 
fear of the would-be lover. “Hey, what’s going on here?” 

She stifled her sobs, wiped her eyes. “It’s nothing, Han. I just 
want to be alone for a while.” 


She was hiding something, that much was plain, and that much 
was unacceptable. “It’s not nothing!” he said angrily. “I want to 
know what’s going on. Now you tell me what it is.” He shook her. 
He’d never felt like this before. He wanted to know, but he didn’t 
want to know what he thought he knew. It made him sick at 
heart to think of Leia... with Luke... he couldn’t even bring 
himself to imagine what it was he didn’t want to imagine. 

He’d never been out of control like this, he didn’t like it, he 
couldn’t stop it. He realized he was still shaking her, and stopped. 

“T can’t, Han ...” Her lip began to tremble again. 

“You can’t! You can’t tell me? I thought we were closer than 
that, but I guess I was wrong. Maybe you’d rather tell Luke. 
Sometimes I—” 

“Oh, Han!” she cried, and burst into tears once more. She 
buried herself in his embrace. 

His anger turned slowly to confusion and dismay, as he found 
himself wrapping his arms around her, caressing her shoulders, 
comforting her. “I’m sorry,” he whispered into her hair. “Pm 
sorry.” He didn’t understand, not an iota—didn’t understand her, 
or himself, or his topsy-turvy feelings, or women, or the universe. 
All he knew was that he’d just been furious, and now he was 
affectionate, protective, tender. Made no sense. 

“Please ... just hold me,” she whispered. She didn’t want to 
talk. She just wanted to be held. 

He just held her. 


Morning mist rose off dewy vegetation as the sun broke the 
horizon over Endor. The lush foliage of the forest’s edge had a 
moist, green odor; in that dawning moment the world was silent, 
as if holding its breath. 

In violent contrast, the Imperial landing platform squatted over 
the ground. Harsh, metallic, octagonal, it seemed to cut like an 
insult into the verdant beauty of the place. The bushes at its 
perimeter were singed black from repeated shuttle landings; the 
flora beyond that was wilting—dying from refuse disposal, 
trampling feet, chemical exhaust fumes. Like a blight was this 
outpost. 

Uniformed troops walked continuously on the platform and in 
the area—loading, unloading, surveilling, guarding. Imperial 


walkers were parked off to one side—square, armored, two- 
legged war machines, big enough for a squad of soldiers to stand 
inside, firing laser cannon in all directions. An Imperial shuttle 
took off for the Death Star, with a roar that made the trees cringe. 
Another walker emerged from the timber on the far side of the 
platform, returning from a patrol mission. Step by lumbering 
step, it approached the loading dock. 

Darth Vader stood at the rail of the lower deck, staring mutely 
into the depths of the lovely forest. Soon. It was coming soon; he 
could feel it. Like a drum getting louder, his destiny approached. 
Dread was all around, but fear like this excited him, so he let it 
bubble quietly within. Dread was a tonic, it heightened his 
senses, honed a raw edge to his passions. Closer, it came. 

Victory, too he sensed. Mastery. But laced with something 
else ... what was it? He couldn’t see it, quite. Always in motion, 
the future; difficult to see. Its apparitions tantalized him, swirling 
specters, always changing. Smoky was his future, thunderous 
with conquest and destruction. 

Very close, now. Almost here. 

He purred, in the pit of his throat, like a wild cat smelling 
game on the air. 

Almost here. 

The Imperial walker docked at the opposite end of the deck, 
and opened its doors. A phalanx of stormtroopers marched out in 
tight circular formation. They lock-stepped toward Vader. 

He turned around to face the oncoming troopers, his breathing 
even, his black robes hanging still in the windless morning. The 
stormtroopers stopped when they reached him, and at a word 
from their captain, parted to reveal a bound prisoner in their 
midst. It was Luke Skywalker. 

The young Jedi gazed at Vader with complete calm, with many 
layers of vision. 

The stormtrooper captain spoke to Lord Vader. “This is the 
Rebel that surrendered to us. Although he denies it, I believe 
there may be more of them, and I request permission to conduct a 
wider search of the area.” He extended his hand to the Dark Lord; 
in it, he held Luke’s lightsaber. “He was armed only with this.” 

Vader looked at the lightsaber a moment, then slowly took it 
from the captain’s hand. “Leave us. Conduct your search, and 
bring his companions to me.” 


The officer and his troops withdrew back to the walker. 

Luke and Vader were left standing alone facing each other, in 
the emerald tranquillity of the ageless forest. The mist was 
beginning to burn off. Long day ahead. 


Lads 


“SO,” the Dark Lord rumbled. “You have come to me.” 

“And you to me.” 

“The Emperor is expecting you. He believes you will turn to the 
dark side.” 

“I know ... Father.” It was a momentous act for Luke—to 
address his father, as his father. But he’d done it, now, and kept 
himself under control, and the moment was past. It was done. He 
felt stronger for it. He felt potent. 

“So, you have finally accepted the truth,” Vader gloated. 

“I have accepted the truth that you were once Anakin 
Skywalker, my father.” 

“That name no longer has meaning for me.” It was a name from 
long ago. A different life, a different universe. Could he truly once 
have been that man? 

“It is the name of your true self,” Luke’s gaze bore steadily 
down on the cloaked figure. “You have only forgotten. I know 
there is good in you. The Emperor hasn’t driven it fully away.” 
He molded with his voice, tried to form the potential reality with 
the strength of his belief. “That’s why you could not destroy me. 
That’s why you won’t take me to your Emperor now.” 

Vader seemed almost to smile through his mask at his son’s use 
of Jedi voice-manipulation. He looked down at the lightsaber the 
captain had given him—Luke’s lightsaber. So the boy was truly a 
Jedi now. A man grown. He held the lightsaber up. “You have 
constructed another.” 

“This one is mine,” Luke said quietly. “I no longer use yours.” 

Vader ignited the blade, examined its humming, brilliant light, 
like an admiring craftsman. “Your skills are complete. Indeed, 


you are as powerful as the Emperor has foreseen.” 

They stood there for a moment, the lightsaber between them. 
Sparks dove in and out of the cutting edge: photons pushed to the 
brink by the energy pulsing between these two warriors. 

“Come with me, Father.” 

Vader shook his head. “Ben once thought as you do—” 

“Don’t blame Ben for your fall—” Luke took a step closer, then 
stopped. 

Vader did not move. “You don’t know the power of the dark 
side. I must obey my master.” 

“T will not turn—you will be forced to destroy me.” 

“If that is your destiny.” This was not his wish, but the boy was 
strong—if it came, at last, to blows, yes, he would destroy Luke. 
He could no longer afford to hold back, as he once had. 

“Search your feelings, Father. You can’t do this. I feel the 
conflict within you. Let go of your hate.” 

But Vader hated no one; he only lusted too blindly. “Someone 
has filled your mind with foolish ideas, young one. The Emperor 
will show you the true nature of the Force. He is your master, 
now.” 

Vader signaled to a squad of distant stormtroopers as he 
extinguished Luke’s lightsaber. The guards approached. Luke and 
the Dark Lord faced one another for a long, searching moment. 
Vader spoke just before the guards arrived. 

“It is too late for me, Son.” 

“Then my father is truly dead,” answered Luke. So what was to 
stop him from killing the Evil One who stood before him now? he 
wondered. 

Nothing, perhaps. 


The vast Rebel fleet hung poised in space, ready to strike. It 
was hundreds of light-years from the Death Star—but in 
hyperspace, all time was a moment, and the deadliness of an 
attack was measured not in distance but in precision. 

Ships changed in formation from corner to side, creating a 
faceted diamond shape to the armada—as if, like a cobra, the 
fleet was spreading its hood. 

The calculations required to launch such a meticulously 
coordinated offensive at lightspeed made it necessary to fix on a 


stationary point—that is, stationary relative to the point of 
reentry from hyperspace. The point chosen by the Rebel 
command was a small, blue planet of the Sullust system. The 
armada was positioned around it, now, this unblinking cerulean 
world. It looked like the eye of the serpent. 

The Millennium Falcon finished its rounds of the fleets 
perimeter, checking final positions, then pulled into place 
beneath the flagship. The time had come. 

Lando was at the controls of the Falcon. Beside him, his copilot, 
Nien Nunb—a jowled, mouse-eyed creature from Sullust—flipped 
switches, monitored readouts, and made final preparations for the 
jump to hyperspace. 

Lando set his comlink to war channel. Last hand of the night, 
his deal, a table full of high rollers—his favorite kind of game. 
With dry mouth, he made his summary report to Ackbar on the 
command ship. “Admiral, we’re in position. All fighters are 
accounted for.” 

Ackbar’s voice crackled back over the headset. “Proceed with 
the countdown. All groups assume attack coordinates.” 

Lando turned to his copilot with a quick smile. “Don’t worry, 
my friends are down there, they’ll have that shield down on 
time ...” He turned back to his instruments, saying under his 
breath: “Or this will be the shortest offensive of all time.” 

“Gzhung Zhgodio,” the copilot commented. 

“All right,” Lando grunted. “Stand by, then.” He patted the 
control panel for good luck, even though his deepest belief was 
that a good gambler made his own luck. Still, that’s what Han’s 
job was this time, and Han had almost never let Lando down. Just 
once—and that was a long time ago, in a star system far, far 
away. 

This time was different. This time they were going to redefine 
luck, and call it Lando. He smiled, and patted the panel one more 
time ... just right. 

Up on the bridge of the Star Cruiser command ship, Ackbar 
paused, looked around at his generals: all was ready. 

“Are all groups in their attack coordinates?” he asked. He knew 
they were. 

“Affirmative, Admiral.” 

Ackbar gazed out his view-window meditatively at the 
starfield, for perhaps the last reflective moment he would ever 


have. He spoke finally into the comlink war channel. “All craft 
will begin the jump to hyperspace on my mark. May the Force be 
with us.” 

He reached forward to the signal button. 

In the Falcon, Lando stared at the identical galactic ocean, with 
the same sense of grand moment; but also with foreboding. They 
were doing what a guerrilla force must never do: engage the 
enemy like a traditional army. The Imperial army, fighting the 
Rebellion’s guerrilla war, was always losing—unless it won. The 
Rebels, by contrast, were always winning—unless they lost. And 
now, here was the most dangerous situation—the Alliance drawn 
into the open, to fight on the Empire’s terms: if the Rebels lost 
this battle, they lost the war. 

Suddenly the signal light flashed on the control panel: Ackbar’s 
mark. The attack was commenced. 

Lando pulled back the conversion switch and opened up the 
throttle. Outside the cockpit, the stars began streaking by. The 
streaks grew brighter, and longer, as the ships of the fleet roared, 
in large segments, at light-speed, keeping pace first with the very 
photons of the radiant stars in the vicinity, and then soaring 
through the warp into hyperspace itself—and disappearing in the 
flash of a muon. 

The blue crystal planet hovered in space alone, once again; 
staring, unseeing, into the void. 


The strike squad crouched behind a woodsy ridge overlooking 
the Imperial outpost. Leia viewed the area through a small 
electronic scanner. 

Two shuttles were being off-loaded on the landing platform 
docking ramp. Several walkers were parked nearby. Troops stood 
around, helped with construction, took watch, carried supplies. 
The massive shield generator hummed off to the side. 

Flattened down in the bushes on the ridge with the strike force 
were several Ewoks, including Wicket, Paploo, Teebo, and 
Warwick. The rest stayed lower, behind the knoll, out of sight. 

Leia put down the scanner and scuttled back to the others. “The 
entrance is on the far side of that landing platform. This isn’t 
going to be easy.” 

“Ahrck grah rahr hrowrowhr,” Chewbacca agreed. 


“Oh, come on, Chewie,” Han gave the Wookiee a pained look. 
“We’ve gotten into more heavily guarded places than that—” 

“Frowh rahgh rahrahraff vrawgh gr,” Chewie countered with a 
dismissing gesture. 

Han thought for a second. “Well, the spice vaults of Gargon, for 
one.” 

“Krahghrowf,” Chewbacca shook his head. 

“Of course I’m right—now if I could just remember how I did 
it ...” Han scratched his head, poking his memory. 

Suddenly Paploo began chattering away, pointing, squealing. 
He garbled something to Wicket. 

“What’s he saying, Threepio?” Leia asked. 

The golden droid exchanged a few terse sentences with Paploo; 
then Wicket turned to Leia with a hopeful grin. 

Threepio, too, now looked at the Princess. “Apparently Wicket 
knows about a back entrance to this installation.” 

Han perked up at that “A back door? That’s it! That’s how we 
did it!” 


Four Imperial scouts kept watch over the entrance to the 
bunker that half-emerged from the earth far to the rear of the 
main section of the shield generator complex. Their rocket bikes 
were parked nearby. 

In the undergrowth beyond, the Rebel strike squad lay in wait. 

“Grrr, rowf rrrhl brhnnnh,” Chewbacca observed slowly. 

“You’re right, Chewie,” Solo agreed, “with just those guards 
this should be easier than breaking a Bantha.” 

“It only takes one to sound the alarm,” Leia cautioned. 

Han grinned, a bit overselfconfidently. “Then we’ll have to do 
this real quietlike. If Luke can just keep Vader off our backs, like 
you said he said he would, this oughta be no sweat. Just gotta hit 
those guards fast and quiet ...” 

Threepio whispered to Teebo and Paploo, explaining the 
problem and the objective. The Ewoks babbled giddily a moment, 
then Paploo jumped up and raced through the underbrush. 

Leia checked the instrument on her wrist. “We’re running out 
of time. The fleet’s in hyperspace by now.” 

Threepio muttered a question to Teebo and received a short 
reply. “Oh, dear,” Threepio replied, starting to rise, to look into 


the clearing beside the bunker. 

“Stay down!” rasped Solo. 

“What is it, Threepio?” Leia demanded. 

“Tm afraid our furry companion has gone and done something 
rash.” The droid hoped he wasn’t to be blamed for this. 

“What are you talking about?” Leia’s voice cut with an edge of 
fear. 

“Oh, no. Look.” 

Paploo had scampered down through the bushes to where the 
scouts’ bikes were parked. Now, with the sickening horror of 
inevitability, the Rebel leaders watched the little ball of fur swing 
his pudgy body up onto one of the bikes, and begin flipping 
switches at random. Before anyone could do anything, the bike’s 
engines ignited with a rumbling roar. The four scouts looked over 
in surprise. Paploo grinned madly, and continued flipping 
switches. 

Leia held her forehead. “Oh, no, no, no.” 

Chewie barked. Han nodded. “So much for our surprise attack.” 

The Imperial scouts raced toward Paploo just as the forward 
drive engaged, zooming the little teddy bear into the forest. He 
had all he could do just to hang on to the handlebar with his 
stubby paws. Three of the guards jumped on their own bikes, and 
sped off in pursuit of the hotrod Ewok. The fourth scout stayed at 
his post, near the door of the bunker. 

Leia was delighted, if a bit incredulous. 

“Not bad for a ball of fuzz,” Han admired. He nodded at 
Chewie, and the two of them slipped down toward the bunker. 

Paploo, meanwhile, was sailing through the trees, more lucky 
than in control. He was going at fairly low velocity for what the 
bike could do—but in Ewok-time, Paploo was absolutely dizzy 
with speed and excitement. It was terrifying; but he loved it. He 
would talk about this ride until the end of his life, and then his 
children would tell their children, and it would get faster with 
each generation. 

For now, though, the Imperial scouts were already pulling in 
sight behind him. When, a moment later, they began firing laser 
bolts at him, he decided he’d finally had enough. As he rounded 
the next tree, just out of their sight, he grabbed a vine and swung 
up into the branches. Several seconds later the three scouts tore 
by underneath him, pressing their pursuit to the limit. He giggled 


furiously. 

Back at the bunker, the last scout was undone. Subdued by 
Chewbacca, bound, stripped of his suit, he was being carried into 
the woods now by two other members of the strike team. The rest 
of the squad silently crouched, forming a perimeter around the 
entrance. 

Han stood at the door, checking the stolen code against the 
digits on the bunker’s control panel. With natural speed he 
punched a series of buttons on the panel. Silently, the door 
opened. 

Leia peeked inside. No sign of life. She motioned the others, 
and entered the bunker. Han and Chewie followed close on her 
heels. Soon the entire team was huddled inside the otherwise 
empty steel corridor, leaving one lookout outside, dressed in the 
unconscious scout’s uniform. Han pushed a series of buttons on 
the inner panel, closing the door behind them. 

Leia thought briefly of Luke—she hoped he could detain Vader 
at least long enough to allow her to destroy this shield generator; 
she hoped even more dearly he could avoid such a confrontation 
altogether. For she feared Vader was the stronger of the two. 

Furtively she led the way down the dark and low-beamed 
tunnel. 


Vader’s shuttle settled onto the docking bay of the Death Star, 
like a black, wingless carrion-eating bird; like a nightmare insect. 
Luke and the Dark Lord emerged from the snout of the beast with 
a small escort of stormtroopers, and walked rapidly across the 
cavernous main bay to the Emperor’s tower elevator. 

Royal guards awaited them there, flanking the shaft, bathed in 
a carmine glow. They opened the elevator door. Luke stepped 
forward. 

His mind was buzzing with what to do. It was the Emperor he 
was being taken to, now. The Emperor! If Luke could but focus, 
keep his mind clear to see what must be done—and do it. 

A great noise filled his head, though, like an underground 
wind. 

He hoped Leia deactivated the deflector shield quickly, and 
destroyed the Death Star—now, while all three of them were 
here. Before anything else happened. For the closer Luke came to 


the Emperor, the more anythings he feared would happen. A black 
storm raged inside him. He wanted to kill the Emperor, but then 
what? Confront Vader? What would his father do? And what if 
Luke faced his father first, faced him and—destroyed him. The 
thought was at once repugnant and compelling. Destroy Vader— 
and then what. For the first time, Luke had a brief murky image 
of himself, standing on his father’s body, holding his father’s 
blazing power, and sitting at the Emperor’s right hand. 

He squeezed his eyes shut against this thought, but it left a cold 
sweat on his brow, as if Death’s hand had brushed him there and 
left its shallow imprint. 

The elevator door opened. Luke and Vader walked out into the 
throne room alone, across the unlit antechamber, up the grated 
stairs, to stand before the throne: father and son, side by side, 
both dressed in black, one masked and one exposed, beneath the 
gaze of the malignant Emperor. 

Vader bowed to his master. The Emperor motioned him to rise, 
though; the Dark Lord did his master’s bidding. 

“Welcome, young Skywalker,” the Evil One smiled graciously. 
“T have been expecting you.” 

Luke stared back brazenly at the bent, hooded figure. Defiantly. 
The Emperor’s smile grew even softer, though; even more 
fatherly. He looked at Luke’s manacles. 

“You no longer need these,” he added with noblesse oblige—and 
made the slightest motion with his finger in the direction of 
Luke’s wrists. At that, Luke’s binders simply fell away, clattering 
noisily to the floor. 

Luke looked at his own hands—free, now, to reach out for the 
Emperor’s throat, to crush his windpipe in an instant ... 

Yet the Emperor seemed gentle. Had he not just let Luke free? 
But he was devious, too, Luke knew. Do not be fooled by 
appearances, Ben had told him. The Emperor was unarmed. He 
could still strike. But wasn’t aggression part of the dark side? 
Mustn’t he avoid that at all costs? Or could he use darkness 
judiciously, and then put it away? He stared at his free 
hands ... he could have ended it all right there—or could he? He 
had total freedom to choose what to do now; yet he could not 
choose. Choice, the double-edged sword. He could kill the 
Emperor, he could succumb to the Emperor’s arguments. He 
could kill Vader ... and then he could even become Vader. Again 


this thought laughed at him like a broken clown, until he pushed 
it back into a black corner of his brain. 

The Emperor sat before him, smiling. The moment was 
convulsive with possibilities ... 

The moment passed. He did nothing. 

“Tell me, young Skywalker,” the Emperor said when he saw 
Luke’s first struggle had taken its course. “Who has been involved 
in your training until now?” The smile was thin, open-mouthed, 
hollow. 

Luke was silent. He would reveal nothing. 

“Oh, I know it was Obi-Wan Kenobi at first,” the wicked ruler 
continued, rubbing his fingers together as if trying to remember. 
Then pausing, his lips creased into a sneer. “Of course, we are 
familiar with the talent Obi-Wan Kenobi had, when it came to 
training Jedi.” He nodded politely in Vader’s direction, indicating 
Obi-Wan’s previous star pupil. Vader stood without responding, 
without moving. 

Luke tensed with fury at the Emperor’s defamation of Ben— 
though, of course, to the Emperor it was praise. And he bridled 
even more, knowing the Emperor was so nearly right. He tried to 
bring his anger under control, though, for it seemed to please the 
malevolent dictator greatly. 

Palpatine noted the emotions on Luke’s face and chuckled. “So, 
in your early training you have followed your father’s path, it 
would seem. But alas, Obi-Wan is now dead, I believe; his elder 
student, here, saw to that—” again, he made a hand motion 
toward Vader. “So tell me, young Skywalker—who continued 
your training?” 

That smile, again, like a knife. Luke held silent, struggling to 
regain his composure. 

The Emperor tapped his fingers on the arm of the throne, 
recalling. “There was one called... Yoda. An aged Master 
Jed... Ah, I see by your countenance I have hit a chord, a 
resonant chord indeed. Yoda, then.” 

Luke flashed with anger at himself, now, to have revealed so 
much, unwillingly, unwittingly. Anger and self-doubt. He strove 
to calm himself—to see all, to show nothing; only to be. 

“This Yoda,” the Emperor mused. “Lives he still?” 

Luke focused on the emptiness of space beyond the window 
behind the Emperor’s chair. The deep void, where nothing was. 


Nothing. He filled his mind with this black nothing. Opaque, save 
for the occasional flickering of starlight that filtered through the 
ether. 

“Ah,” cried Emperor Palpatine. “He lives not Very good, young 
Skywalker, you almost hid this from me. But you could not. And 
you can not. Your deepest flickerings are to me apparent. Your 
nakedest soul. That is my first lesson to you.” He beamed. 

Luke wilted—but a moment. In the very faltering, he found 
strength. Thus had Ben and Yoda both instructed him: when you 
are attacked, fall. Let your opponent’s power buffet you as a 
strong wind topples the grass. In time, he will expend himself, 
and you will still be upright. 

The Emperor watched Luke’s face with cunning. “I’m sure Yoda 
taught you to use the Force with great skill.” 

The taunt had its desired effect—Luke’s face flushed, his 
muscles flexed. 

He saw the Emperor actually lick his lips at the sight of Luke’s 
reaction. Lick his lips and laugh from the bottom of his throat, 
the bottom of his soul. 

Luke paused, for he saw something else, as well; something he 
hadn’t seen before in the Emperor. Fear. 

Luke saw fear in the Emperor—fear of Luke. Fear of Luke’s 
power, fear that this power could be turned on him—on the 
Emperor—in the same way Vader had turned it on Obi-Wan 
Kenobi. Luke saw this fear in the Emperor—and he knew, now, 
the odds had shifted slightly. He had glimpsed the Emperor’s 
nakedest self. 

With sudden absolute calm, Luke stood upright. He stared 
directly into the malign ruler’s hood. 

Palpatine said nothing for a few moments, returning the young 
Jedi’s gaze, assessing his strengths and weaknesses. He sat back at 
last, pleased with this first confrontation. “I look forward to 
completing your training, young Skywalker. In time, you will call 
me Master.” 

For the first time, Luke felt steady enough to speak. “You’re 
gravely mistaken. You will not convert me as you did my father.” 

“No, my young Jedi,” the Emperor leaned forward, gloating, 
“you will find that it is you who are mistaken ... about a great 
many things.” 

Palpatine suddenly stood, came down from his throne, walked 


up very close to Luke, stared venomously into the boy’s eyes. At 
last, Luke saw the entire face within the hood: eyes, sunken like 
tombs; the flesh decayed beneath skin weathered by virulent 
storms, lined by holocaust; the grin, a death’s-grin; the breath, 
corrupt. 

Vader extended a gloved hand toward the Emperor, holding 
out Luke’s lightsaber. The Emperor took it with a slow sort of 
glee, then walked with it across the room to the huge circular 
view-window. The Death Star had been revolving slowly, so the 
Sanctuary Moon was now visible at the window’s curving margin. 

Palpatine looked at Endor, then back at the lightsaber in his 
hand. “Ah, yes, a Jedi’s weapon. Much like your father’s.” He 
faced Luke directly. “By now you must know your father can 
never be turned from the dark side. So will it be with you.” 

“Never. Soon I will die, and you with me.” Luke was confident 
of that now. He allowed himself the luxury of a boast. 

The Emperor laughed, a vile laugh. “Perhaps you refer to the 
imminent attack of your Rebel fleet.” Luke had a thick, reeling 
moment, then steadied himself. The Emperor went on. “I assure 
you, we are quite safe from your friends here.” 

Vader walked toward the Emperor, stood at his side, looking at 
Luke. 

Luke felt increasingly raw. “Your overconfidence is your 
weakness,” he challenged them. 

“Your faith in your friends is yours.” The Emperor began 
smiling; but then his mouth turned down, his voice grew angry. 
“Everything that has transpired has done so according to my 
design. Your friends up there on the Sanctuary Moon—they’re 
walking into a trap. And so is your Rebel fleet!” 

Luke’s face twitched visibly. The Emperor saw this, and really 
began to foam. “It was I who allowed the Alliance to know the 
location of the shield generator. It is quite safe from your pitiful 
little band—an entire legion of my troops awaits them there.” 

Luke’s eyes darted from the Emperor, to Vader, and finally to 
the lightsaber in the Emperor’s hand. His mind quivered with 
alternatives; suddenly everything was out of control again. He 
could count on nothing but himself. And on himself, his hold was 
tenuous. 

The Emperor kept rattling on imperiously. “I’m afraid the 
deflector shield will be quite operational when your fleet arrives. 


And that is only the beginning of my surprise—but of course I 
don’t wish to spoil it for you.” 

The situation was degenerating fast, from Luke’s perspective. 
Defeat after defeat was being piled on his head. How much could 
he take? And now another surprise coming? There seemed to be 
no end to the rank deeds Palpatine could carry out against the 
galaxy. Slowly, infinitesimally, Luke raised his hand in the 
direction of the lightsaber. 

The Emperor continued. “From here, young Skywalker, you 
will witness the final destruction of the Alliance—and the end of 
your insignificant rebellion.” 

Luke was in torment. He raised his hand further. He realized 
both Palpatine and Vader were watching him. He lowered his 
hand, lowered his level of anger, tried to restore his previous 
calm, to find his center to see what it was he needed to do. 

The Emperor smiled, a thin dry smile. He offered the lightsaber 
to Luke. “You want this, don’t you? The hate is swelling in you, 
now. Very good, take your Jedi weapon. Use it. I am unarmed. 
Strike me down with it. Give in to your anger. With each passing 
moment you make yourself more my servant.” 

His rasping laughter echoed off the walls like desert wind. 
Vader continued staring at Luke. 

Luke tried to hide his agony. “No, never.” He thought 
desperately of Ben and Yoda. They were part of the Force, now, 
part of the energy that shaped it. Was it possible for them to 
distort the Emperor’s vision by their presence? No one was 
infallible, Ben had told him—surely the Emperor couldn’t see 
everything, couldn’t know every future, twist every reality to suit 
his gluttony. Ben, thought Luke, if ever I needed your guidance, it is 
now. Where can I take this, that it will not lead me to ruin? 

As if in answer, the Emperor leered, and put the lightsaber 
down on the control chair near Luke’s hand. “It is unavoidable,” 
the Emperor said quietly. “It is your destiny. You, like your 
father, are now ... mine.” 

Luke had never felt so lost. 


Han, Chewie, Leia, and a dozen commandos made their way 
down the labyrinthine corridors toward the area where the shield 
generator room was marked on the stolen map. Yellow lights 


illuminated the low rafters, casting long shadows at each 
intersection. At the first three turnings, all remained quiet; they 
saw no guard or worker. 

At the fourth cross-corridor, six Imperial stormtroopers stood a 
wary watch. 

There was no way around; the section had to be traversed. Han 
and Leia looked at each other and shrugged; there was nothing 
for it but to fight. 

With pistols drawn, they barged into the entryway. Almost as if 
they’d been expecting an attack, the guards instantly crouched 
and began firing their own weapons. A barrage of laserbolts 
followed, ricocheting from girder to floor. Two stormtroopers 
were hit immediately. A third lost his gun; pinned behind a 
refrigerator console, he was unable to do much but stay low. 

Two more stood behind a fire door, though, and blasted each 
commando who tried to get through. Four went down. The 
guards were virtually impregnable behind their vulcanized shield 
—but virtually didn’t account for Wookiees. 

Chewbacca rushed the door, physically dislodging it on top of 
the two stormtroopers. They were crushed. 

Leia shot the sixth guard as he stood to draw a bead on Chewie. 
The trooper who’d been crouching beneath the refrigeration unit 
suddenly bolted, to go for help. Han raced after him a few long 
strides and brought him down with a flying tackle. He was out 
cold. 

They checked themselves over, accounted for casualties. Not 
too bad—but it had been noisy. They’d have to hurry now, before 
a general alarm was set. The power center that controlled the 
shield generator was very near. And there would be no second 
chances. 


The Rebel fleet broke out of hyperspace with an awesome roar. 
Amid glistening streamers of light, battalion after battalion 
emerged in formation, to fire off toward the Death Star and its 
Sanctuary Moon hovering brightly in the close distance. Soon the 
entire navy was bearing down on its target, the Millennium Falcon 
in the lead. 

Lando was worried from the moment they came out of 
hyperspace. He checked his screen, reversed polarities, queried 


the computer. 

The copilot was perplexed, as well. “Zhng ahzi gngnohzh. Dzhy 
lyhz!” 

“But how could that be?” Lando demanded. “We’ve got to be 
able to get some kind of reading on the shield, up or down.” Who 
was conning whom on this raid? 

Nien Nunb pointed at the control panel, shaking his head. 
“Dzhmbd.” 

“Jammed? How could they be jamming us if they don’t know 
were ... coming.” 

He grimaced at the on rushing Death Star, as the implications 
of what he’d just said sank in. This was not a surprise attack, after 
all. It was a spider web. 

He hit the switch on his comlink. “Break off the attack! The 
shield’s still up!” 

Red Leader’s voice shouted back over the headphones. “I get no 
reading, are you sure?” 

“Pull up!” Lando commanded. “All craft pull up!” 

He banked hard to the left, the fighters of the Red Squad 
veering close on his tail. 

Some didn’t make it. Three flanking X-wings nicked the 
invisible deflector shield, spinning out of control, exploding in 
flames along the shield surface. None of the others paused to look 
back. 

On the Rebel Star Cruiser bridge, alarms were screaming, lights 
flashing, klaxons blaring, as the mammoth space cruiser abruptly 
altered its momentum, trying to change course in time to avoid 
collision with the shield. Officers were running from battle 
stations to navigation controls; other ships in the fleet could be 
seen through the view-screens, careening wildly in a hundred 
directions, some slowing, some speeding up. 

Admiral Ackbar spoke urgently but quietly into the comlink. 
“Take evasive action. Green Group steer course for Holding 
Sector. MG-7 Blue Group—” 

A Mon Calamari controller, across the bridge, called out to 
Ackbar with grave excitement. “Admiral, we have enemy ships at 
Sector RT-23 and PB-4.” 

The large central view-screen was coming alive. It was no 
longer just the Death Star and the green moon behind it, floating 
isolated in space. Now the massive Imperial fleet could be seen 


flying in perfect, regimental formation, out from behind Endor in 
two behemoth flanking waves—heading to surround the Rebel 
fleet from both sides, like the pincers of a deadly scorpion. 

And the shield barricaded the Alliance in front. They had 
nowhere to go. 

Ackbar spoke desperately into the comlink. “It’s a trap. Prepare 
for attack.” 

An anonymous fighter pilot’s voice came back over the radio. 
“Fighters coming in! Here we go!” 

The attack began. The battle was joined. 

TIE fighters, first—they were much faster than the bulky 
Imperial cruisers, so they were the first to make contact with the 
Rebel invaders. Savage dogfights ensued, and soon the black sky 
was aglow with ruby explosions. 

An aide approached Ackbar. “We’ve added power to the 
forward shield, Admiral.” 

“Good. Double power on the main battery, and—” 

Suddenly the Star Cruiser was rocked by thermonuclear 
fireworks outside the observation window. 

“Gold Wing is hit hard!” another officer shouted, stumbling up 
to the bridge. 

“Give them cover!” Ackbar ordered. “We must have time!” He 
spoke again into the comlink, as yet another detonation rumbled 
the frigate. “All ships, stand your position. Wait for my command 
to return!” 

It was far too late for Lando and his attack squadrons to heed 
that order, though. They were already way ahead of the pack, 
heading straight for the oncoming Imperial fleet. 

Wedge Antilles, Luke’s old buddy from the first campaign, led 
the X-wings that accompanied the Falcon. As they drew near the 
Imperial defenders, his voice came over the comlink, calm and 
experienced. “Lock X-foils in attack positions.” 

The wings split like dragonfly gossamers, poised for increased 
maneuvering and power. 

“All wings report in,” said Lando. 

“Red Leader standing by,” Wedge replied. 

“Green Leader standing by.” 

“Blue Leader standing by.” 

“Gray Leader—” 

This last transmission was interrupted by a display of 


pyrotechnics that completely disintegrated Gray Wing. 

“Here they come,” Wedge commented. 

“Accelerate to attack speed,” Lando ordered. “Draw fire away 
from our cruisers as long as possible.” 

“Copy, Gold Leader,” Wedge responded. “We’re moving to 
point three across the axis—” 

“Two of them coming in at twenty degrees— 
advised. 

“I see them,” noted Wedge. “Cut left, PII take the leader.” 

“Watch yourself, Wedge, three from above.” 

“Yeah, I—” 

“Pm on it, Red Leader.” 

“There’s too many of them—” 

“You’re taking a lot of fire, back off—” 

“Red Four, watch out!” 

“Pm hit!” 

The X-wing spun, sparking, across the starfield, out of power, 
into the void. 

“You’ve picked one up, watch it!” Red Six yelled at Wedge. 

“My scope’s negative, where is he?” 

“Red Six, a squadron of fighters has broken through—” 

“They’re heading for the Medical Frigate! After them!” 

“Go ahead,” Lando agreed. “I’m going in. There’re four marks 
at point three five. Cover me!” 

“Right behind you. Gold Leader. Red Two, Red Three, pull in 

“Hang on, back there.” 

“Close up formations, Blue Group.” 

“Good shooting, Red Two.” 

“Not bad,” said Lando. “TIl take out the other three ...” 

Calrissian steered the Falcon into the complete flip, as his crew 
fired at the Imperial fighters from the belly guns. Two were direct 
hits, the third a glancing blow that caused the TIE fighter to 
tumble into another of its own squads. The heavens were 
absolutely thick with them, but the Falcon was faster by half than 
anything else that flew. 

Within a matter of minutes, the battlefield was a diffuse red 
glow, spotted with puffs of smoke, blazing fireballs, whirling 
spark showers, spinning debris, rumbling implosions, shafts of 
light, tumbling machinery, space-frozen corpses, wells of 
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blackness, electron storms. 

It was a grim and dazzling spectacle. And only beginning. 

Nien Nunb made a guttural aside to Lando. 

“You’re right,” the pilot frowned. “Only their fighters are 
attacking. What are those Star Destroyers waiting for?” Looked 
like the Emperor was trying to get the Rebels to buy some real 
estate he wasn’t intending to sell. 

“Dzhng zhng,” the copilot warned, as another squadron of TIE 
fighters swooped down from above. 

“I see ’em. We’re sure in the middle of it, now.” He took a 
second to glance at Endor, floating peacefully off to his right. 
“Come on, Han old buddy, don’t let me down.” 


Han pressed the button on his wrist-unit and covered his head: 
the reinforced door to the main control room blew into melted 
pieces. The Rebel squad stormed through the gaping portal. 

The stormtroopers inside seemed taken completely by surprise. 
A few were injured by the exploding door; the rest gawked in 
dismay as the Rebels rushed them with guns drawn. Han took the 
lead, Leia right behind; Chewie covered the rear. 

They herded all the personnel into one corner of the bunker. 
Three commandos guarded them there, three more covered the 
exits. The rest began placing the explosive charges. 

Leia studied one of the screens on the control panel. “Hurry, 
Han, look! The fleet’s being attacked!” 

Solo looked over at the screen. “Blast it! With the shield still 
up, they’re backed against the wall.” 

“That is correct,” came a voice from the rear of the room. “Just 
as you are.” 

Han and Leia spun around to find dozens of Imperial guns 
trained on them; an entire legion had been hiding in the wall 
compartments of the bunker. Now, in a single moment, the 
Rebels were surrounded—nowhere to run, far too many 
stormtroopers to fight. Completely surrounded. 

More Imperial troops charged through the door, roughly 
disarming the stunned commandos. 

Han, Chewie, and Leia exchanged helpless, hopeless looks. 
They’d been the Rebellion’s last chance. 

They’d failed. 


Some distance from the main area of battle, coasting safely in 
the center of the blanket of ships that constituted the Imperial 
fleet, was the flagship Super Star Destroyer. On the bridge, 
Admiral Piett watched the war through the enormous observation 
window—curious, as if viewing an elaborate demonstration, or an 
entertainment. 

Two fleet captains stood behind him, respectfully silent; also 
learning the elegant designs of their Emperor. 

“Have the fleet hold here,” Admiral Piett ordered. 

The first captain hurried to carry out the order. The second 
stepped up to the window, beside the admiral. “We aren’t going 
to attack?” 

Piett smirked. “I have my orders from the Emperor himself. He 
has something special planned for this Rebel scum.” He accented 
the specialness with a long pause, for the inquisitive captain to 
savor. “We are only to keep them from escaping.” 


The Emperor, Lord Vader, and Luke watched the aerial battle 
rage from the safety of the throne room in the Death Star. 

It was a scene of pandemonium. Silent, crystalline explosions 
surrounded by green, violet, or magenta auras. Wildly vicious 
dogfights. Gracefully floating crags of melted steel; icicle sprays 
that might have been blood. 

Luke watched in horror, as another Rebel ship toppled against 
the unseeable deflector shield, exploding in a fiery concussion. 

Vader watched Luke. His boy was powerful, stronger than he’d 
imagined. And still pliable. Not lost yet—either to the sickening, 
weakly side of the Force, that had to beg for everything it 
received; or to the Emperor, who feared Luke with reason. 

There was yet time to take Luke for his own—to retake him. To 
join wih him in dark majesty. To rule the galaxy together. It 
would only take patience and a little wizardry, to show Luke the 
exquisite satisfactions of the dark way and to pry him from the 
Emperor’s terrified clutch. 

Vader knew Luke had seen it, too—the Emperor’s fear. He was 
a clever boy, young Luke, Vader smiled grimly to himself. He was 
his father’s son. 

The Emperor interrupted Vader’s contemplation with a cackled 
remark to Luke. “As you can see, my young apprentice, the 


deflector shield is still in place. Your friends have failed! And 
now ...” he raised his spindly hand above his head to mark this 
moment: “Witness the power of this fully armed and operational 
battle station.” He walked over to the comlink and spoke in a 
gravelly whisper, as if to a lover. “Fire at will, Commander.” 

In shock, and in foreknowledge, Luke looked out across the 
surface of the Death Star, to the space battle beyond and to the 
bulk of the Rebel fleet beyond that. 

Down in the bowels of the Death Star, Commander Jerjerrod 
gave an order. It was with mixed feelings that he issued the 
command, because it meant the final destruction of the Rebel 
insurrectionists—which meant an end to the state of war, which 
Jerjerrod cherished above all things. But second to ongoing war 
itself Jerjerrod loved total annihilation; so while tempered with 
regret, this order was not entirely without thrill. 

At Jerjerrod’s instruction, a controller pulled a switch, which 
ignited a blinking panel. Two hooded Imperial soldiers pushed a 
series of burtons. A thick beam of light slowly pulsed from a long, 
heavily blockaded shaft. On the outer surface of the completed 
half of the Death Star, a giant laser dish began to glow. 

Luke watched in impotent horror, as the unbelievably huge 
laser beam radiated out from the muzzle of the Death Star. It 
touched—for only an instant—one of the Rebel Star Cruisers that 
was surging in the midst of the heaviest fighting. And in the next 
instant, the Star Cruiser was vaporized. Blown to dust. Returned 
to its most elemental particles, in a single burst of light. 

In the numbing grip of despair, with the hollowest of voids 
devouring his heart, Luke’s eyes, alone, glinted—for he saw, 
again, his lightsaber, lying unattended on the throne. And in this 
bleak and livid moment, the dark side was much with him. 


Lids 


ADMIRAL Ackbar stood on the bridge in stunned disbelief, 
looking out the observation window at the place where, a 
moment before, the Rebel Star Cruiser Liberty had just been 
engaged in a furious long-range battle. Now, there was nothing. 
Only empty space, powdered with a fine dust that sparkled in the 
light of more distant explosions. Ackbar stared in silence. 

Around him, confusion was rampant. Flustered controllers were 
still trying to contact the Liberty, while fleet captains ran from 
screen to port, shouting, directing, misdirecting. 

An aide handed Ackbar the comlink. General Calrissian’s voice 
was coming through. 

“Home-one, this is Gold Leader. That blast came from the 
Death Star! Repeat, the Death Star is operational!” 

“We saw it,” Ackbar answered wearily. “All craft prepare to 
retreat.” 

“Tm not going to give up and run!” Lando shouted back. He’d 
come a long way to be in this game. 

“We have no choice, General Calrissian. Our cruisers can’t repel 
firepower of that magnitude!” 

“You won’t get a second chance at this, Admiral. Han will have 
that shield down—we’ve got to give him more time. Head for 
those Star Destroyers.” 

Ackbar looked around him. A huge charge of flak rumbled the 
ship, painting a brief, waxen light over the window. Calrissian 
was right: there would be no second chance. It was now, or it was 
the end. 

He turned to his First Star captain. “Move the fleet forward.” 

“Yes, sir.” The man paused. “Sir, we don’t stand much of a 


chance against those Star Destroyers. They out-gun us, and 
they’re more heavily armored.” 

“T know,” Ackbar said softly. 

The captain left. An aide approached. 

“Forward ships have made contact with the Imperial fleet, sir.” 

“Concentrate your fire on their power generators. If we can 
knock out their shields, our fighters might stand a chance against 
them.” 

The ship was rocked by another explosion—a laserbolt hit to 
one of the aft gyrostabilizers. 

“Intensify auxiliary shields!” someone yelled. 

The pitch of the battle augmented another notch. 


Beyond the window of the throne room, the Rebel fleet was 
being decimated in the soundless vacuum of space, while inside, 
the only sound was the Emperor’s thready cackle. Luke continued 
his spiral into desperation as the Death Star laser beam 
incinerated ship after ship. 

The Emperor hissed. “Your fleet is lost—and your friends on 
the Endor Moon will not survive ...” He pushed a comlink button 
on the arm of his throne and spoke into it with relish. 
“Commander Jerjerrod, should the Rebels manage to blow up the 
shield generator, you will turn this battle station onto the Endor 
Moon and destroy it.” 

“Yes, Your Highness,” came the voice over the receiver, “but 
we have several battalions stationed on—” 

“You will destroy it!” the Emperor’s whisper was more final 
than any scream. 

“Yes, Your Highness.” 

Palpatine turned back to Luke—the former, shaking with glee; 
the latter, with outrage. 

“There is no escape, my young pupil. The Alliance will die—as 
will your friends.” 

Luke’s face was contorted, reflecting his spirit. Vader watched 
him carefully, as did the Emperor. The lightsaber began to shake 
on its resting place. The young Jedi’s hand was trembling, his lips 
pulled back in grimace, his teeth grinding. 

The Emperor smiled. “Good. I can feel your anger. I am 
defenseless—take your weapon. Strike me down with all of your 


hatred, and your journey toward the dark side will be complete.” 
He laughed, and laughed. 

Luke was able to resist no longer. The lightsaber rattled 
violently on the throne a moment, then flew into his hand, 
impelled by the Force. He ignited it a moment later and swung it 
with his full weight downward toward the Emperor’s skull. 

In that instant, Vader’s blade flashed into view, parrying Luke’s 
attack an inch above the Emperor’s head. Sparks flew like forging 
steel, bathing Palpatine’s grinning face in a hellish glare. 

Luke jumped back, and turned, lightsaber upraised, to face his 
father. Vader extended his own blade, poised to do battle. 

The Emperor sighed with pleasure and sat in his throne, facing 
the combatants—the sole audience to this dire, aggrieved contest. 


Han, Leia, Chewbacca, and the rest of the strike team were 
escorted out of the bunker by their captors. The sight that greeted 
them was substantially different from the way the grassy area had 
appeared when they’d entered. The clearing was now filled with 
Imperial troops. 

Hundreds of them, in white or black armor—some standing at 
ease, some viewing the scene from atop their two-legged walkers, 
some leaning on their speeder bikes. If the situation had appeared 
hopeless inside the bunker, it looked even worse now. 

Han and Leia turned to each other full of feeling. All they’d 
struggled for, all they’d dreamed of—gone, now. Even so, they’d 
had each other for a short while at least. They’d come together 
from opposite ends of a wasteland of emotional isolation: Han 
had never known love, so enamored of himself was he; Leia had 
never known love, so wrapped up in social upheaval was she, so 
intent on embracing all of humanity. And somewhere between his 
glassy infatuation for the one, and her glowing fervor for the all, 
they’d found a shady place where two could huddle, grow, even 
feel nourished. 

But that, too, was cut short, now. The end seemed near. So 
much was there to say, they couldn’t find a single word. Instead, 
they only joined hands, speaking through their fingers in these 
final minutes of companionship. 

That’s when Threepio and Artoo jauntily entered the clearing, 
beeping and jabbering excitedly to each other. They stopped cold 


in their tracks when they saw what the clearing had 
become ... and found all eyes suddenly focused on them. 

“Oh, dear,” Threepio whimpered. In a second, he and Artoo 
had turned around and run right back into the woods from which 
they’d just come. Six stormtroopers charged in after them. 

The Imperial soldiers were in time to see the two droids duck 
behind a large tree, some twenty yards into the forest. They 
rushed after the robots. As they rounded the tree, they found 
Artoo and Threepio standing there quietly, waiting to be taken. 
The guards moved to take them. They moved too slowly. 

Fifteen Ewoks dropped out of the overhanging branches, 
quickly overpowering the Imperial troops with rocks and clubs. 
At that, Teebo—perched in another tree—raised a ram’s horn to 
his lips and sounded three long blasts from its bell. That was the 
signal for the Ewoks to attack. 

Hundreds of them descended upon the clearing from all sides, 
throwing themselves against the might of the Imperial army with 
unrestrained zeal. The scene was unabridged chaos. 

Stormtroopers fired their laser pistols at the furry creatures, 
killing or wounding many—only to be overrun by dozens more in 
their place. Biker scouts chased squealing Ewoks into the woods 
—and were knocked from their bikes by volleys of rocks launched 
from the trees. 

In the first confused moments of the attack, Chewie dove into 
the foliage, while Han and Leia hit the dirt in the cover of the 
arches that flanked the bunker door. Explosions all around kept 
them pinned from leaving; the bunker door itself was closed 
again, and locked. 

Han punched out the stolen code on the control panel keys— 
but this time, the door didn’t open. It had been reprogrammed as 
soon as they’d been caught. “The terminal doesn’t work now,” he 
muttered. 

Leia stretched for a laser pistol lying in the dirt, just out of 
reach, beside a felled stormtrooper. Shots were crisscrossing from 
every direction, though. 

“We need Artoo,” she shouted. 

Han nodded, took out his comlink, pushed the sequence that 
signaled the little droid and reached for the weapon Leia couldn’t 
get as the fighting stormed all around them. 

Artoo and Threepio were huddled behind a log when Artoo got 


the message. He suddenly blurted out an excited whistle and shot 
off toward the battlefield. 

“Artoo!” Threepio shouted. “Where are you going? Wait for 
me!” Nearly beside himself, the golden droid tore off after his 
best friend. 

Biker scouts raced over and around the scurrying droids, 
blasting away at the Ewoks who grew fiercer every time their fur 
was scorched. The little bears were hanging on the legs of the 
Imperial walkers, hobbling the appendages with lengths of vine, 
or injuring the joint mechanisms by forcing pebbles and twigs 
into the hinges. They were knocking scouts off their bikes, by 
stringing vine between trees at throat level. They were throwing 
rocks, jumping out of trees, impaling with spears, entangling with 
nets. They were everywhere. 

Scores of them rallied behind Chewbacca, who had grown 
rather fond of them during the course of the previous night. He’d 
become their mascot; and they, his little country cousins. So it 
was with a special ferocity, now, that they came to each other’s 
aid. Chewie was flinging stormtroopers left and right, in a selfless 
Wookiee frenzy, any time he saw them physically harming his 
small friends. The Ewoks, for their part, formed equally self- 
sacrificing cadres to do nothing but follow Chewbacca and throw 
themselves upon any soldiers who started getting the upper hand 
with him. 

It was a wild, strange battle. 

Artoo and Threepio finally made it to the bunker door. Han 
and Leia provided cover fire with guns they’d finally managed to 
scrounge. Artoo moved quickly to the terminal, plugged in his 
computer arm, began scanning. Before he’d even computed the 
weather codes, though, a laser bolt explosion ripped the 
entranceway, disengaging Artoo’s cable arm, spilling him to the 
dirt. 

His head began to smolder, his fittings to leak. All of a sudden 
every compartment sprang open, every nozzle gushed or smoked, 
every wheel spun—and then stopped. Threepio rushed to his 
wounded companion, as Han examined the bunker terminal. 

“Maybe I can hotwire this thing,” Solo mumbled. 

Meanwhile the Ewoks had erected a primitive catapult at the 
other side of the field. They fired a large boulder at one of the 
walkers—the machine vibrated seriously, but did not topple. It 


turned, and headed for the catapult, laser cannon firing. The 
Ewoks scattered. When the walker was ten feet away, the Ewoks 
chopped a mass of restraining vines, and two huge, balanced 
trunks crashed down on top of the Imperial war wagon, halting it 
for good. 

The next phase of the assault began. Ewoks in kite-like animal- 
skin hang-gliders started dropping rocks on the stormtroopers, or 
dive-bombing with spears. Teebo, who led the attack, was hit in 
the wing with laser fire during the first volley and crashed into a 
gnarled root. A charging walker clumped forward to crush him, 
but Wicket swooped down just in time, yanking Teebo to safety. 
In swerving out of the walker’s way, though, Wicket smashed into 
a racing speeder bike—they all went tumbling into the dense 
foliage. 

And so it went. 

The casualties mounted. 


High above, it was no different. A thousand deadly dogfights 
and cannon bombardments were erupting all over the skies, while 
the Death Star laser beam methodically disintegrated the Rebel 
ships. 

In the Millennium Falcon, Lando steered like a maniac through 
an obstacle course of the giant, floating Imperial Star Destroyers 
—trading laser bolts with them, dodging flak, outracing TIE 
fighters. 

Desperately, he was shouting into his comlink, over the noise 
of continuous explosions, talking to Ackbar in the Alliance 
command ship. “I said closer! Move in as close as you can and 
engage the Star Destroyers at point blank range—that way the 
Death Star won’t be able to fire at us without knocking out its 
own ships!” 

“But no one’s ever gone nose to nose at that range, between 
supervessels like their Destroyers and our Cruisers!” Ackbar 
fumed at the unthinkable—but their options were running out. 

“Great!” yelled Lando, skimming over the surface of the 
Destroyer. “Then we’re inventing a new kind of combat!” 

“We know nothing about the tactics of such a confrontation!” 
Ackbar protested. 

“We know as much as they do!” Lando hollered. “And they’ll 


think we know more!” Bluffing was always dangerous in the last 
hand: but sometimes, when all your money was in the pot, it was 
the only way to win—and Lando never played to lose. 

“At that close-range, we won't last long against Star 
Destroyers.” Ackbar was already feeling giddy with resignation. 

“We'll last longer than we will against that Death Star and we 
might just take a few of them with us!” Lando whooped. With a 
jolt, one of his forward guns was blown away. He put the Falcon 
into a controlled spin, and careened around the belly of the 
Imperial leviathan. 

With little else to lose, Ackbar decided to try Calrissian’s 
strategy. In the next minutes, dozens of Rebel Cruisers moved in 
astronomically close to the Imperial Star Destroyers—and the 
colossal antagonists began blasting away at each other, like tanks 
at twenty paces, while hundreds of tiny fighters raced across their 
surfaces, zipping between laser bolts as they chased around the 
massive hulls. 


Slowly, Luke and Vader circled. Lightsaber high above his 
head, Luke readied his attack from classic first-position; the Dark 
Lord held a lateral stance, in classic answer. Without 
announcement, Luke brought his blade straight down—then, 
when Vader moved to parry, Luke feinted and cut low. Vader 
counterparried, let the impact direct his sword toward Luke’s 
throat ... but Luke met the riposte and stepped back. The first 
blows, traded without injury. Again, they circled. 

Vader was impressed with Luke’s speed. Pleased, even. It was a 
pity, almost, he couldn’t let the boy kill the Emperor yet Luke 
wasn’t ready for that, emotionally. There was still a chance Luke 
would return to his friends if he destroyed the Emperor now. He 
needed more extensive tutelage, first—training by both Vader and 
Palpatine—before he’d be ready to assume his place at Vader’s 
right hand, ruling the galaxy. 

So Vader had to shepherd the boy through periods like this, 
stop him from doing damage in the wrong places—or in the right 
places prematurely. 

Before Vader could gather his thoughts much further, though, 
Luke attacked again—much more aggressively. He advanced in a 
flurry of lunges, each met with a loud crack of Vader’s 


phosphorescent saber. The Dark Lord retreated a step at every 
slash, swiveling once to bring his cutting beam up viciously—but 
Luke batted it away, pushing Vader back yet again. The Lord of 
the Sith momentarily lost his footing on the stairs and tumbled to 
his knees. 

Luke stood above him, at the top of the staircase, heady with 
his own power. It was in his hands, now, he knew it was: he 
could take Vader. Take his blade, take his life. Take his place at 
the Emperor’s side. Yes, even that. Luke didn’t bury the thought, 
this time; he gloried in it. He engorged himself with its juices, felt 
its power tingle his cheeks. It made him feverish, this thought, 
with lust so overpowering as to totally obliterate all other 
considerations. 

He had the power; the choice was his. 

And then another thought emerged, slowly compulsive as an 
ardent lover: he could destroy the Emperor, too. Destroy them 
both, and rule the galaxy. Avenge and conquer. 

It was a profound moment for Luke. Dizzying. Yet he did not 
swoon. Nor did he recoil. 

He took one step forward. 

For the first time, the thought entered Vader’s consciousness 
that his son might best him. He was astounded by the strength 
Luke had acquired since their last duel, in the Cloud City—not to 
mention the boy’s timing, which was honed to a thought’s- 
breadth. This was an unexpected circumstance. Unexpected and 
unwelcome. Vader felt humiliation crawling in on the tail of his 
first reaction, which was surprise, and his second, which was fear. 
And then the edge of the humiliation curled up, to reveal bald 
anger. And now he wanted revenge. 

These things were mirrored, each facet, by the young Jedi who 
now towered above him. The Emperor, watching joyously, saw 
this, and goaded Luke on to revel in his Darkness. “Use your 
aggressive feelings, boy! Yes! Let the hate flow through you! 
Become one with it, let it nourish you!” 

Luke faltered a moment—then realized what was happening. 
He was suddenly confused again. What did he want? What should 
he do? His brief exultation, his microsecond of dark clarity— 
gone, now, in a wash of indecision, veiled enigma. Cold 
awakening from a passionate flirtation. 

He took a step back, lowered his sword, relaxed, and tried to 


drive the hatred from his being. 

In that instant, Vader attacked. He lunged half up the stairs, 
forcing Luke to reverse defensively. He bound the boy’s blade 
with his own, but Luke disengaged and leaped to the safety of an 
overhead gantry. Vader jumped over the railing to the floor 
beneath the platform on which Luke stood. 

“T will not fight you, Father,” Luke stated. 

“You are unwise to lower your defenses,” Vader warned. His 
anger was layered, now—he did not want to win if the boy was 
not battling to the fullest. But if winning meant he had to kill a 
boy who wouldn’t fight ... then he could do that, too. Only he 
wanted Luke to be aware of those consequences. He wanted Luke 
to know this was no longer just a game. This was Darkness. 

Luke heard something else, though. “Your thoughts betray you, 
Father. I feel the good in you ... the conflict. You could not bring 
yourself to kill me before—and you won’t destroy me now.” 
Twice before, in fact—to Luke’s recollection—Vader could have 
killed him, but didn’t. In the dogfight over the first Death Star, 
and later in the lightsaber duel on Bespin. He thought of Leia, 
briefly now, too—of how Vader had had her in his clutches once, 
had even tortured her ... but didn’t kill her. He winced to think of 
her agony, but quickly pushed that from his mind. The point was 
clear to him, now, though so often so murky: there was still good 
in his father. 

This accusation really made Vader angry. He could tolerate 
much from the insolent child, but this was insufferable. He must 
teach this boy a lesson he would never forget, or die learning. 
“Once again, you underestimate the power of the dark side ...” 

Vader threw his scintillating blade—it sliced through the 
supports holding up the gantry on which Luke was perched, then 
swept around and flew back into Vader’s hand. Luke tumbled to 
the ground, then rolled down another level, under the tilting 
platform. In the shadow of the darkened overhang, he was out of 
sight. Vader paced the area like a cat, seeking the boy; but he 
wouldn’t enter the shadows of the overhang. 

“You cannot hide forever, Luke.” 

“You'll have to come in and get me,” replied the disembodied 
voice. 

“T will not give you the advantage that easily.” Vader felt his 
intentions increasingly ambiguous in this conflict; the purity of 


his evil was being compromised. The boy was clever indeed— 
Vader knew he must move with extreme caution now. 

“T wish no advantage, father. I will not fight you. Here ... take 
my weapon.” Luke knew full well this might be his end, but so be 
it. He would not use Darkness to fight Darkness. Perhaps it would 
be left to Leia, after all, to carry on the struggle, without him. 
Perhaps she would know a way he didn’t know; perhaps she 
could find a path. For now, though, he could see only two paths, 
and one was into Darkness; and one was not. 

Luke put his lightsaber on the ground, and rolled it along the 
floor toward Vader. It stopped halfway between them, in the 
middle of the low overhead area. The Dark Lord reached out his 
hand—Luke’s lightsaber jumped into it. He hooked it to his belt 
and, with grave uncertainty, entered the shadowy overhang. 

He was picking up additional feelings from Luke, now, new 
crosscurrents of doubt. Remorse, regret, abandonment. Shades of 
pain. But somehow not directly related to Vader. To others, 
to... Endor. Ah, that was it—the Sanctuary Moon where his 
friends would soon die. Luke would learn soon enough: friendship 
was different on the dark side. A different thing altogether. 

“Give yourself to the dark side, Luke,” he entreated. “It is the 
only way you can save your friends. Yes, your thoughts betray 
you, son. Your feelings for them are strong, especially for—” 

Vader stopped. He sensed something. 

Luke withdrew further into shadow. He tried to hide, but there 
was no way to hide what was in his mind—Leia was in pain. Her 
agony cried to him now, and his spirit cried with her. He tried to 
shut it out, to shut it up, but the cry was loud, and he couldn’t 
stifle it, couldn’t leave it alone, had to cradle it openly, to give it 
solace. 

Vader’s consciousness invaded that private place. 

“No!” screamed Luke. 

Vader was incredulous. “Sister? Sister!” he bellowed. “Your 
feelings have now betrayed her, too... Twins!” he roared 
triumphantly. “Obi-Wan was wise to hide her, but now his failure 
is complete.” His smile was clear to Luke, through the mask, 
through the shadows, through all the realms of Darkness. “If you 
will not turn to the Dark Side, perhaps she will.” 

This, then, was Luke’s breaking point. For Leia was everyone’s 
last unflagging hope. If Vader turned his twisted, misguided 


cravings on her ... 

“Never!” he screamed. His lightsaber flew off Vader’s belt into 
his own hand, igniting as it came to him. 

He rushed to his father with a frenzy he’d never known. Nor 
had Vader. The gladiators battled fiercely, sparks flying from the 
clash of their radiant weapons, but it was soon evident that the 
advantage was all Luke’s. And he was pressing it. They locked 
swords, body to body. When Luke pushed Vader back to break 
the clinch, the Dark Lord hit his head on an overhanging beam in 
the cramped space. He stumbled backward even farther, out of 
the low-hanging area. Luke pursued him relentlessly. 

Blow upon blow, Luke forced Vader to retreat—back, onto the 
bridge that crossed the vast, seemingly bottomless shaft to the 
power core. Each stroke of Luke’s saber pummeled Vader, like 
accusations, like screams, like shards of hate. 

The Dark Lord was driven to his knees. He raised his blade to 
block yet another onslaught—and Luke slashed Vader’s right 
hand off at the wrist. 

The hand, along with bits of metal, wires, and electronic 
devices, clattered uselessly away while Vader’s lightsaber 
tumbled over the edge of the span, into the endless shaft below, 
without a trace. 

Luke stared at his father’s twitching, severed, mechanical hand 
—and then at his own black-gloved artificial part—and realized 
suddenly just how much he’d become like his father. Like the 
man he hated. 

Trembling, he stood above Vader, the point of his glowing 
blade at the Dark Lord’s throat. He wanted to destroy this thing 
of Darkness, this thing that was once his father, this thing that 
was ... him. 

Suddenly the Emperor was there, looking on, chuckling with 
uncontrollable, pleased agitation. “Good! Kill him! Your hate has 
made you powerful! Now, fulfill your destiny and take your 
father’s place at my side!” 

Luke stared at his father beneath him, then at the Emperor, 
then back at Vader. This was Darkness—and it was the Darkness 
he hated. Not his father, not even the Emperor. But the Darkness 
in them. In them, and in himself. 

And the only way to destroy the Darkness was to renounce it. 
For good and all. He stood suddenly erect, and made the decision 


for which he’d spent his life in preparation. 

He hurled his lightsaber away. “Never! Never will I turn to the 
dark side! You have failed, Palpatine. I am a Jedi, as my father 
was before me.” 

The Emperor’s glee turned to a sullen rage. “So be it, Jedi. If 
you will not be turned, you will be destroyed.” 

Palpatine raised his spidery arms toward Luke: blinding white 
bolts of energy coruscated from his fingers, shot across the room 
like sorcerous lightning, and tore through the boy’s insides, 
looking for ground. The young Jedi was at once confounded and 
in agony—he’d never heard of such a power, such a corruption of 
the Force, let alone experienced it. 

But if it was Force-generated, it could be Force-repelled. Luke 
raised his arms to deflect the bolts. Initially, he was successful— 
the lightning rebounded from his touch, harmlessly into the 
walls. Soon, though, the shocks came with such speed and power, 
they coursed over and into him, and he could only shrink before 
them, convulsed with pain, his knees buckling, his powers at ebb. 

Vader crawled, like a wounded animal, to his Emperor’s side. 


On Endor, the battle of the bunker continued. Stormtroopers 
kept irradiating Ewoks with sophisticated weaponry, while the 
fuzzy little warriors bashed away at the Imperial troops with 
clubs, tumbled walkers with logpiles and vine trip-wires, lassoed 
speeder bikes with vine-ropes and net-traps. 

They felled trees on their foes. They dug pits which they 
covered with branches, and then lured the walkers to chase them 
until the clumsy armored vehicles toppled into the dug-outs. They 
started rockslides. They dammed a small, nearby stream, and 
then opened the floodgates, deluging a host of troops and two 
more walkers. They ganged up, and then ran away. They jumped 
on top of walkers from high branches, and poured pouches of 
burning lizard-oil in the gun-slits. They used knives, and spears, 
and slings, and made scary war-shrieks to confound and dismay 
the enemy. They were fearless opponents. 

Their example made even Chewie bolder than was his wont. He 
started having so much fun swinging on vines and bashing heads, 
he nearly forgot about his laser pistol. 

He swung onto the roof of a Walker at one point, with Teebo 


and Wicket clinging to his back. They landed with a thud atop 
the lurching contraption, then made such a banging racket trying 
to hang on, one of the stormtroopers inside opened the top hatch 
to see what was happening. Before he could fire his gun, Chewie 
plucked him out and dashed him to the ground—Wicket and 
Teebo immediately dove into the hatch and subdued the other 
trooper. 

Ewoks drive an Imperial Walker much the way they drive 
speeder bikes—terribly, but with exhilaration. Chewie was almost 
thrown off the top several times, but even barking angrily down 
into the cockpit didn’t seem to have much effect—the Ewoks just 
giggled, squealed, and careened into another speeder bike. 

Chewie climbed down inside. It took him half a minute to 
master the controls—Imperial technology was pretty 
standardized. And then, methodically, one by one, he began 
approaching the other, unsuspecting, Imperial Walkers, and 
blasting them to dust. Most had no idea what was happening. 

As the giant war-machines began going up in flames, the Ewoks 
were reinspired. They rallied behind Chewie’s Walker. The 
Wookiee was turning the tide of battle. 

Han, meanwhile, was still working furiously at the control 
panel. Wires sparked each time he refastened another connection, 
but the door kept not opening. Leia crouched at his back, firing 
her laser pistol, giving him cover. 

He motioned her at last. “Give me a hand, I think I’ve got it 
figured out. Hold this.” 

He handed her one of the wires. She holstered her weapon, 
took the wire he gave her, and held it in position as he brought 
two others over from opposite ends of the panel. 

“Here goes nothing,” he said. 

The three wires sparked; the connection was made. There was a 
sudden loud WHUMBP, as a second blast door crashed down in 
front of the first, doubling the impregnable barrier. 

“Great. Now we have two doors to get through,” Leia muttered. 

At that moment, she was hit in the arm by a laser bolt, and 
knocked to the ground. 

Han rushed over to her. “Leia, no!” he cried, trying to stop the 
bleeding. 

“Princess Leia, are you all right?” Threepio fretted. 

“It’s not bad,” she shook her head. “It’s—” 


“Hold it!” shouted a voice. “One move and you’re both dead!” 

They froze, looked up. Two stormtroopers stood before them, 
weapons leveled, unwavering. 

“Stand up,” one ordered. “Hands raised.” 

Han and Leia looked at each other, fixed their gazes deep in 
each other’s eyes, swam there in the wells of their souls for a 
suspended, eternal moment, during which all was felt, 
understood, touched, shared. 

Solos gaze was drawn down to Leia’s holster—she’d 
surreptitiously eased out her gun, and was holding it now at the 
ready. The action was hidden from the troopers, because Han was 
standing in front of Leia, half-blocking their view. 

He looked again into her eyes, comprehending. With a last, 
heartfelt smile, he whispered, “I love you.” 

“I know,” she answered simply. 

Then the moment was over; and at an unspoken, instantaneous 
signal, Han whirled out of the line of fire as Leia blasted at the 
stormtroopers. 

The air was filled with laser fire—a glinting orange-pink haze, 
like an electron storm, buffeted the area, sheared by intense 
flares. 

As the smoke cleared, a giant Imperial Walker approached, 
stood before him, and stopped. Han looked up to see its laser 
cannons aimed directly in his face. He raised his arms, and took a 
tentative step forward. He wasn’t really sure what he was going 
to do. “Stay back,” he said quietly to Leia, measuring the distance 
to the machine, in his mind. 

That was when the hatch on top of the Walker popped open 
and Chewbacca stuck his head out with an ingratiating smile. 

“Ahr Rahr!” barked the Wookiee. 

Solo could have kissed him. “Chewie! Get down here! She’s 
wounded!” He started forward to greet his partner, then stopped 
in mid-stride. “No, wait. I’ve got an idea.” 


Lady 


THE two space armadas, like their sea-bound counterparts of 
another time and galaxy, sat floating, ship to ship, trading 
broadsides with each other in point-blank confrontation. 

Heroic, sometimes suicidal, maneuvers marked the day. A 
Rebel cruiser, its back alive with fires and explosions, limped into 
direct contact with an Imperial Star Destroyer before exploding 
completely—taking the Star Destroyer with it. Cargo ships loaded 
with charge were set on collision courses with fortress-vessels, 
their crews abandoning ships to fates that were uncertain, at best. 

Lando, Wedge, Blue Leader, and Green Wing went in to take 
out one of the larger Destroyers—the Empires main 
communications ship. It had already been disabled by direct 
cannonade from the Rebel cruiser it had subsequently destroyed; 
but its damages were reparable—so the Rebels had to strike while 
it was still licking its wounds. 

Lando’s squadron went in low—rock-throwing low—this 
prevented the Destroyer from using its bigger guns. It also made 
the fighters invisible until they were directly visualized. 

“Increase power on the front deflector shields,” Lando radioed 
his group. “We’re going in.” 

“Tm right with you,” answered Wedge. “Close up formations, 
team.” 

They went into a high-speed power-dive, perpendicular to the 
long axis of the Imperial vessel—vertical drops were hard to 
track. Fifty feet from the surface, they pulled out at ninety 
degrees, and raced along the gunmetal hull, taking laserfire from 
every port. 

“Starting attack run on the main power tree,” Lando advised. 


“T copy,” answered Green Wing. “Moving into position.” 

“Stay clear of their front batteries,” warned Blue Leader. 

“Its a heavy fire zone down there.” 

“Tm in range.” 

“She’s hurt bad on the left of the tower,” Wedge noted. 
“Concentrate on that side.” 

“Right with you.” 

Green Wing was hit. “I’m losing power!” 

“Get clear, you’re going to blow!” 

Green Wing took it down like riding a rocket, into the 
Destroyer’s front batteries. Tremendous explosions rumbled the 
port bow. 

“Thanks,” Blue Leader said quietly to the conflagration. 

“That opens it up for us!” yelled Wedge. “Cut over. The power 
reactors are just inside that cargo bay.” 

“Follow me!” Lando called, pulling the Falcon into a sharp bank 
that caught the horrified reactor personnel by surprise. Wedge 
and Blue followed suit. They all did their worst. 

“Direct hit!” Lando shouted. 

“There she goes!” 

“Pull up, pull up!” 

They pulled up hard and fast, as the Destroyer was enveloped 
in a series of ever-increasing explosions, until it looked finally 
just like one more small star. Blue Leader was caught by the 
shock wave, and thrown horribly against the side of a smaller 
Imperial ship, which also exploded. Lando and Wedge escaped. 

On the Rebel command ship bridge, smoke and shouts filled 
the air. 

Ackbar reached Calrissian on the comlink. “The jamming has 
stopped. We have a reading on the shield.” 

“Ts it still up?” Lando responded with desperate anticipation in 
his voice. 

“Tm afraid so. It looks like General Solo’s unit didn’t make it.” 

“Until they’ve destroyed our last ship, there’s still hope,” 
replied Lando. Han wouldn’t fail. He couldn’t—they still had to 
pick off that annoying Death Star. 


On the Death Star, Luke was nearly unconscious beneath the 
continuing assault of the Emperor’s lightning. Tormented beyond 


reason, betaken of a weakness that drained his very essence, he 
hoped for nothing more than to submit to the nothingness toward 
which he was drifting. 

The Emperor smiled down at the enfeebled young Jedi, as 
Vader struggled to his feet beside his master. 

“Young fool!” Palpatine rasped at Luke. “Only now at the end, 
do you understand. Your puerile skills are no match for the power 
of the dark side. You have paid a price for your lack of vision. 
Now, young Skywalker, you will pay the price in full. You will 
die!” 

He laughed maniacally; and although it would not have seemed 
possible to Luke, the outpouring of bolts from the Emperor’s 
fingers actually increased in intensity. The sound screamed 
through the room, the murderous brightness of the flashes was 
overwhelming. 

Luke’s body slowed, wilted, finally crumpled under the hideous 
barrage. He stopped moving altogether. At last, he appeared 
totally lifeless. The Emperor hissed maliciously. 

At that instant, Vader sprang up and grabbed the Emperor from 
behind, pinning Palpatine’s upper arms to his torso. Weaker than 
he’d ever been, Vader had lain still these last few minutes, 
focusing his every fiber of being on this one, concentrated act— 
the only action possible; his last, if he failed. Ignoring pain, 
ignoring his shame and his weaknesses, ignoring the bone- 
crushing noise in his head, he focused solely and sightlessly on 
his will—his will to defeat the evil embodied in the Emperor. 

Palpatine struggled in the grip of Vader’s unfeeling embrace, 
his hands still shooting bolts of malign energy out in all 
directions. In his wild flailing, the lightning ripped across the 
room, tearing into Vader. The Dark Lord fell again, electric 
currents crackling down his helmet, over his cape, into his heart. 

Vader stumbled with his load to the middle of the bridge over 
the black chasm leading to the power core. He held the wailing 
despot high over his head, and with a final spasm of strength, 
hurled him into the abyss. 

Palpatine’s body, still spewing bolts of light, spun out of 
control, into the void, bouncing back and forth off the sides of the 
shaft as it fell. It disappeared at last; but then, a few seconds 
later, a distant explosion could be heard, far down at the core. A 
rush of air billowed out the shaft, into the throne room. 


The wind whipped at Lord Vader’s cape, as he staggered and 
collapsed toward the hole, trying to follow his master to the end. 
Luke crawled to his father’s side, though, and pulled the Dark 
Lord away from the edge of the chasm, to safety. 

Both of them lay on the floor, entwined in each other, too weak 
to move, too moved to speak. 


Inside the bunker on Endor, Imperial controllers watched the 
main view-screen of the Ewok battle just outside. Though the 
image was clogged with static, the fighting seemed to be winding 
down. About time, since they’d initially been told that the locals 
on this moon were harmless nonbelligerents. 

The interference seemed to worsen—probably another antenna 
damaged in the fighting—when suddenly a walker pilot appeared 
on the screen, waving excitedly. 

“It’s over, Commander! The Rebels have been routed, and are 
fleeing with the bear-creatures into the woods. We need 
reinforcements to continue the pursuit.” 

The bunker personnel all cheered. The shield was safe. 

“Open the main door!” ordered the commander. “Send three 
squads to help.” 

The bunker door opened, the Imperial troops came rushing out 
only to find themselves surrounded by Rebels and Ewoks, looking 
bloody and mean. The Imperial troops surrendered without a 
fight. 

Han, Chewie, and five others ran into the bunker with the 
explosive charges. They placed the timed devices at eleven 
strategic points in and around the power generator, then ran out 
again as fast as they could. 

Leia, still in great pain from her wounds, lay in the sheltered 
comfort of some distant bushes. She was shouting orders to the 
Ewoks, to gather their prisoners on the far side of the clearing, 
away from the bunker when Han and Chewie tore out, racing for 
cover. In the next moment, the bunker went. 

It was a spectacular display, explosion after explosion sending a 
wall of fire hundreds of feet into the air, creating a shock wave 
that knocked every living creature off its feet, and charred all the 
greenery that faced the clearing. 

The bunker was destroyed. 


A captain ran up to Admiral Ackbar, his voice tremulous. “Sir, 
the shield around the Death Star has lost its power.” 

Ackbar looked at the view-screen; the electronically generated 
web was gone. The moon, and the Death Star, now floated in 
black, empty, unprotected space. 

“They did it,” Ackbar whispered. 

He rushed over to the comlink and shouted into the 
multifrequency war channel. “All fighters commence attack on 
the Death Star’s main reactor. The deflector shield is down. 
Repeat. The deflector shield is down!” 

Lando’s voice was the next one heard. “I see it. We’re on our 
way. Red group! Gold group! Blue Squad! All fighters follow me!” 
That’s my man, Han. Now it’s my turn. 

The Falcon plunged to the surface of the Death Star, followed 
by hordes of Rebel fighters, followed by a still-massing but 
disorganized array of Imperial TIE fighters—while three Rebel 
Star Cruisers headed for the huge Imperial Super Star Destroyer, 
Vader’s flagship, which seemed to be having difficulties with its 
guidance system. 

Lando and the first wave of X-wings headed for the unfinished 
portion of the Death Star, skimming low over the curving surface 
of the completed side. 

“Stay low until we get to the unfinished side,” Wedge told his 
squad. Nobody needed to be told. 

“Squadron of enemy fighters coming—” 

“Blue Wing,” called Lando, “take your group and draw the TIE 
fighters away—” 

“PI do what I can.” 

“Pm picking up interference ... the Death Star’s jamming us, I 
think—” 

“More fighters coming at ten o’clock—” 

“There’s the superstructure,” Lando called. “Watch for the main 
reactor shaft.” 

He turned hard into the unfinished side, and began weaving 
dramatically among protruding girders, half-built towers, 
mazelike channels, temporary scaffolding, sporadic floodlights. 
The antiaircraft defenses weren’t nearly as well developed here 
yet—they’d been depending completely on the deflector shield for 
protection. Consequently the major sources of worry for the 
Rebels were the physical jeopardies of the structure itself, and the 


Imperial TIE fighters on their tails. 

“T see it—the power-channel system,” Wedge radioed. “I’m 
going in.” 

“T see it, too,” agreed Lando. “Here goes nothing.” 

“This isn’t going to be easy—” 

Over a tower and under a bridge—and suddenly they were 
flying at top speed inside a deep shaft that was barely wide 
enough for three fighters, wing to wing. Moreover, it was pierced, 
along its entire twisting length, by myriad feeding shafts and 
tunnels, alternate forks, and dead-end caverns; and spiked, in 
addition, with an alarming number of obstacles within the shaft 
itself: heavy machinery, structural elements, power cables, 
floating stairways, barrier half-walls, piled debris. 

A score of Rebel fighters made the first turn-off into the power 
shaft, followed by twice that number of TIEs. Two X-wings lost it 
right away, careening into a derrick to avoid the first volley of 
laser fire. 

The chase was on. 

“Where are we going, Gold Leader?” Wedge called out gaily. A 
laserbolt hit the shaft above him, showering his window with 
sparks. 

“Lock onto the strongest power source,” Lando suggested. “It 
should be the generator.” 

“Red Wing, stay alert—we could run out of space real fast.” 

They quickly strung out into single and double file, as it started 
becoming apparent that the shaft was not only pocked with side- 
vents and protruding obstacles, but also narrowing across its 
width at every turn. 

TIE fighters hit another Rebel, who exploded in flames. Then 
another TIE fighter hit a piece of machinery, with a similar result. 

“Tve got a reading on a major shaft obstruction ahead,” Lando 
announced. 

“Just picked it up. Will you make it?” 

“Going to be a tight squeeze.” 

It was a tight squeeze. It was a heat-wall occluding three 
fourths of the tunnel, with a dip in the shaft at the same level to 
make up a little room. Lando had to spin the Falcon through 360 
degrees while rising, falling, and accelerating. Luckily, the X- 
wings and Y-wings weren’t quite as bulky. Still, two more of them 
didn’t make it on the downside. The smaller TIEs drew closer. 


Suddenly coarse white static blanketed all the view-screens. 

“My scope’s gone!” yelled Wedge. 

“Cut speed,” cautioned Lando. “Some kind of power discharge 
causing interference.” 

“Switch to visual scanning.” 

“That’s useless at these velocities—we’ll have to fly nearly 
blind.” 

Two blind X-wings hit the wall as the shaft narrowed again. A 
third was blown apart by the gaining Imperial fighters. 

“Green Leader!” called Lando. 

“Copy, Gold Leader.” 

“Split off and head back to the suface—Home-one just called 
for a fighter, and you might draw some fire off us.” 

Green Leader and his cohort peeled off, out of the power shaft, 
back up to the cruiser battle. One TIE fighter followed, firing 
continuously. 

Ackbar’s voice came in over the comlink. “The Death Star is 
turning away from the fleet—looks like it’s repositioning to 
destroy the Endor Moon.” 

“How long before it’s in position?” Lando asked. 

“Point oh three.” 

“That’s not enough time! We’re running out of time.” 

Wedge broke in the transmission. “Well, we’re running out of 
shaft, too.” 

At that instant the Falcon scraped through an even smaller 
opening, this time injuring her auxiliary thrusters. 

“That was too close,” muttered Calrissian. 

“Gdzhng dzn,” nodded the copilot. 


Ackbar stared wild-eyed out the observation window. He was 
looking down onto the deck of the Super Star Destroyer; only 
miles away. Fires burst over the entire stern, and the Imperial 
warship was listing badly to starboard. 

“We’ve knocked out their forward shields,” Ackbar said into the 
comlink. “Fire at the bridge.” 

Green Leader’s group swooped in low, from bottomside, up 
from the Death Star. 

“Glad to help out, Home-one,” called Green Leader. 

“Firing proton torpedoes,” Green Wing advised. 


The bridge was hit, with kaleidoscopic results. A rapid chain 
reaction got set off, from power station to power station along the 
middle third of the huge Destroyer, producing a dazzling rainbow 
of explosions that buckled the ship at right angles, and started it 
spinning like a pinwheel toward the Death Star. 

The first bridge explosion took Green Leader with it; the 
subsequent uncontrolled joyride snagged ten more fighters, two 
cruisers, and an ordnance vessel. By the time the whole 
exothermic conglomerate finally crashed into the side of the 
Death Star, the impact was momentous enough to actually jolt 
the battle station, setting off internal explosions and thunderings 
all through its network of reactors, munitions, and halls. 


For the first time, the Death Star rocked. The collision with the 
exploding Destroyer was only the beginning, leading to various 
systems breakdowns, which led to reactor meltdowns, which led 
to personnel panic, abandonment of posts, further malfunctions, 
and general chaos. 

Smoke was everywhere, substantial rumblings came from all 
directions at once, people were running and shouting. Electrical 
fires, steam explosions, cabin depressurizations, disruption of 
chain-of-command. Added to this, the continued bombardments 
by Rebel cruisers—smelling fear in the enemy—merely 
heightened the sense of hysteria that was already pervasive. 

For the Emperor was dead. The central, powerful evil that had 
been the cohesive force to the Empire was gone; and when the 
dark side was this diffused, this nondirected—this was simply 
where it led. 

Confusion. 

Desperation. 

Damp fear. 

In the midst of this uproar, Luke had made it, somehow, to the 
main docking bay—where he was trying to carry the hulking 
deadweight of his father’s weakening body toward an Imperial 
shuttle. Halfway there, his strength finally gave out, though; and 
he collapsed under the strain. 

Slowly he rose again. Like an automaton, he hoisted his father’s 
body over his shoulder and stumbled toward one of the last 
remaining shuttles. 


Luke rested his father on the ground, trying to collect strength 
one last time, as explosions grew louder all around them. Sparks 
hissed in the rafters; one of the walls buckled, and smoke poured 
through a gaping fissure. The floor shook. 

Vader motioned Luke closer to him. “Luke, help me take this 
mask off.” 

Luke shook his head. “You'll die.” 

The Dark Lord’s voice was weary. “Nothing can stop that now. 
Just once let me face you without it. Let me look on you with my 
own eyes.” 

Luke was afraid. Afraid to see his father as he really was. 
Afraid to see what person could have become so dark—the same 
person who’d fathered Luke, and Leia. Afraid to know the Anakin 
Skywalker who lived inside Darth Vader. 

Vader, too, was afraid—to let his son see him, to remove this 
armored mask that had been between them so long. The black, 
armored mask that had been his only means of existing for over 
twenty years. It had been his voice, and his breath, and his 
invisibility—his shield against all human contact. But now he 
would remove it; for he would see his son before he died. 

Together they lifted the heavy helmet from Vader’s head— 
inside the mask portion, a complicated breathing apparatus had 
to be disentangled, a speaking modulator and view-screen 
detached from the power unit in back. But when the mask was 
finally off and set aside, Luke gazed on his father’s face. 

It was the sad, benign face of an old man. Bald, beardless, with 
a mighty scar running from the top of his head to the back of the 
scalp, he had unfocused, deepset, dark eyes, and his skin was 
pasty white, for it had not seen the sun in two decades. The old 
man smiled weakly; tears glazed his eyes, now. For a moment, he 
looked not too unlike Ben. 

It was a face full of meanings, that Luke would forever recall. 
Regret, he saw most plainly. And shame. Memories could be seen 
flashing across it ... memories of rich times. And horrors. And 
love, too. 

It was a face that hadn’t touched the world in a lifetime. In 
Luke’s lifetime. He saw the wizened nostrils twitch, as they tested 
a first, tentative smell. He saw the head tilt imperceptibly to 
listen—for the first time without electronic auditory 
amplification. Luke felt a pang of remorse that the only sounds 


now to be heard were those of explosions, the only smells, the 
pungent sting of electrical fires. Still, it was a touch. Palpable, 
unfiltered. 

He saw the old eyes focus on him. Tears burned Luke’s cheeks, 
fell on his father’s lips. His father smiled at the taste. 

It was a face that had not seen itself in twenty years. 

Vader saw his son crying, and knew it must have been at the 
horror of the face the boy beheld. 

It intensified, momentarily, Vader’s own sense of anguish—to 
his crimes, now, he added guilt at the imagined repugnance of his 
appearance. But then this brought him to mind of the way he 
used to look—striking, and grand, with a wry tilt to his brow that 
hinted of invincibility and took in all of life with a wink. Yes, that 
was how he’d looked once. 

And this memory brought a wave of other memories with it. 
Memories of brotherhood, and home. His dear wife. The freedom 
of deep space. Obi-Wan. 

Obi-Wan, his friend ... and how that friendship had turned. 
Turned, he knew not how—but got injected, nonetheless, with 
some uncaring virulence that festered, until ... hold. These were 
memories he wanted none of, not now. Memories of molten lava, 
crawling up his back ... no. 

This boy had pulled him from that pit—here, now, with this 
act. This boy was good. 

The boy was good, and the boy had come from him—so there 
must have been good in him, too. He smiled up again at his son, 
and for the first time, loved him. And for the first time in many 
long years, loved himself again, as well. 

Suddenly he smelled something—flared his nostrils, sniffed 
once more. Wildflowers, that was what it was. Just blooming; it 
must be spring. 

And there was thunder—he cocked his head, strained his ears. 
Yes, spring thunder, for a spring rain. To make the flowers bloom. 

Yes, there... he felt a raindrop on his lips. He licked the 
delicate droplet ... but wait, it wasn’t sweetwater, it was salty, it 
was ... a teardrop. 

He focused on Luke once again, and saw his son was crying. 
Yes that was it, he was tasting his boy’s grief—because he looked 
so horrible; because he was so horrible. 

But he wanted to make it all right for Luke, he wanted Luke to 


know he wasn’t really ugly like this, not deep inside, not all 
together. With a little self-deprecatory smile, he shook his head at 
Luke, explaining away the unsightly beast his son saw. “Luminous 
beings are we, Luke—not this crude matter.” 

Luke shook his head, too—to tell his father it was all right, to 
dismiss the old man’s shame, to tell him nothing mattered now. 
And everything—but he couldn’t talk. 

Vader spoke again, even weaker—almost inaudible. “Go, my 
son. Leave me.” 

At that, Luke found his voice. “No. You’re coming with me. Pll 
not leave you here. I’ve got to save you.” 

“You already have, Luke,” he whispered. He wished, briefly, 
he’d met Yoda, to thank the old Jedi for the training he’d given 
Luke ... but perhaps he’d be with Yoda soon, now, in the ethereal 
oneness of the Force. And with Obi-Wan. 

“Father, I won’t leave you,” Luke protested. Explosions jarred 
the docking bay in earnest, crumbling one entire wall, splitting 
the ceiling. A jet of blue flame shot from a gas nozzle nearby. Just 
beneath it the floor began to melt. 

Vader pulled Luke very close, spoke into his ear. “Luke, you 
were right...and you were right about me... Tell your 
sister ... you were right.” 

With that, he closed his eyes, and Darth Vader—Anakin 
Skywalker—died. 

A tremendous explosion filled the back of the bay with fire, 
knocking Luke flat to the ground. Slowly, he rose again; and like 
an automaton, stumbled toward one of the last remaining 
shuttles. 

The Millennium Falcon continued its swerving race through the 
labyrinth of power channels, inching ever-closer to the hub of the 
giant sphere—the main reactor. The Rebel cruisers were 
unloading a continuous bombardment on the exposed, unfinished 
superstructure of the Death Star, now, each hit causing a 
resonating shudder in the immense battle station, and a new 
series of catastrophic events within. 

Commander Jerjerrod sat, brooding, in the control room of the 
Death Star, watching all about him crumble. Half of his crew 
were dead, wounded, or run off—where they hoped to find 
sanctuary was unclear, if not insane. The rest wandered 
ineffectually, or railed at the enemy ships, or fired all their guns 


at all sectors, or shouted orders, or focused desperately on a 
single task, as if that would save them. Or, like Jerjerrod, simply 
brooded. 

He couldn’t fathom what he’d done wrong. He’d been patient, 
he’d been loyal, he’d been clever, he’d been hard. He was the 
commander of the greatest battle station ever built. Or, at least, 
almost built. He hated this Rebel Alliance, now, with a child’s 
hate, untempered. He’d loved it once—it had been the small boy 
he could bully, the enraged baby animal he could torture. But the 
boy had grown up now; it knew how to fight back effectively. It 
had broken its bonds. 

Jerjerrod hated it now. 

Yet there seemed to be little he could do at this point. Except, 
of course, destroy Endor—he could do that. It was a small act, a 
token really—to incinerate something green and living, 
gratuitously, meanly, toward no end but that of wanton 
destruction. A small act, but deliciously satisfying. 

An aide ran up to him. “The Rebel fleet is closing, sir.” 

“Concentrate all fire in that sector,” he answered distractedly. 
A console on the far wall burst into flame. 

“The fighters in the superstructure are eluding our defense 
system, Commander. Shouldn’t we—” 

“Flood sectors 304 and 138. That should slow them up.” He 
arched his eyebrows at the aide. 

This made little sense to the aide, who had cause to wonder at 
the commander’s grasp of the situation. “But sir ...” 

“What is the rotation factor to firing range on the Endor 
Moon?” 

The aide checked the compuscreen. “Point oh two to moon 
target, sir. Commander, the fleet—” 

“Accelerate rotation until moon is in range, and then fire on my 
mark.” 

“Yes, sir.” The aide pulled a bank of switches. “Rotation 
accelerating, sir. Point oh one to moon target, sir. Sixty seconds 
to firing range. Sir, good-bye, sir.” The aide saluted, put the firing 
switch in Jerjerrod’s hand as another explosion shook the control 
room, and ran out the door. 

Jerjerrod smiled calmly at the view-screen. Endor was starting 
to come out of the Death Star’s eclipse. He fondled the detonation 
switch in his hand. Point oh oh five to moon target. Screams 


2) 


erupted in the next room. 
Thirty seconds to firing. 


Lando was homing in on the reactor core shaft. Else only 
Wedge was left, flying just ahead of him, and Gold Wing, just 
behind. Several TIE fighters still trailed. 

These central twistings were barely two planes wide, and 
turned sharply every five or ten seconds at the speeds Lando was 
reaching. Another Imperial jet exploded against a wall; another 
shot down Gold Wing. 

And then there were two. 

Lando’s tail-gunners kept the remaining TIE fighters jumping in 
the narrow space, until at last the main reactor shaft came into 
view. They’d never seen a reactor that awesome. 

“Its too big, Gold Leader,” yelled Wedge. “My proton 
torpedoes won’t even dent that.” 

“Go for the power regulator on the north tower,” Lando 
directed. “Pll take the main reactor. We’re carrying concussion 
missiles—they should penetrate. Once I let them go, we won’t 
have much time to get out of here, though.” 

“Tm already on my way out,” Wedge exclaimed. 

He fired his torpedoes with a Corellian war-cry, hitting both 
sides of the north tower, and peeled off, accelerating. 

The Falcon waited three dangerous seconds longer, then loosed 
its concussion missiles with a powerful roar. For another second 
the flash was too bright to see what had happened. And then the 
whole reactor began to go. 

“Direct hit!” shouted Lando. “Now comes the hard part.” 

The shaft was already caving in on top of him, creating a 
tunnel effect. The Falcon maneuvered through the twisting outlet, 
through walls of flame, and through moving shafts, always just 
ahead of the continuing chain of explosions. 

Wedge tore out of the superstructure at barely sub-light speed, 
whipped around the near side of Endor, and coasted into deep 
space, slowing slowly in a gentle arc, to return to the safety of the 
moon. 

A moment later, in a destabilized Imperial shuttle, Luke 
escaped the main docking bay, just as that section began to blow 
apart completely. His wobbling craft, too, headed for the green 


sanctuary in the near distance. 

And finally, as if being spit out of the very flames of the 
conflagration, the Millennium Falcon shot toward Endor, only 
moments before the Death Star flared into brilliant oblivion, like 
a fulminant supernova. 

Han was binding Leia’s arm-wound in a fern-dell when the 
Death Star blew. It captured everyone’s attention, wherever they 
happened to be—Ewoks, stormtrooper prisoners, Rebel troops— 
this final, turbulent, flash of self-destruction, incandescent in the 
evening sky. The Rebels cheered. 

Leia touched Han’s cheek. He leaned over, and kissed her; then 
sat back, seeing her eyes focused on the starry sky. 

“Hey,” he jostled, “Pll bet Luke got off that thing before it 
blew.” 

She nodded. “He did. I can feel it.” Her brother’s living 
presence touched her, through the Force. She reached out to 
answer the touch, to reassure Luke she was all right. Everything 
was all right. 

Han looked at her with deep love, special love. For she was a 
special woman. A princess not by title, but by heart. Her fortitude 
astounded him, yet she held herself so lightly. Once, he’d wanted 
whatever he wanted, for himself, because he wanted it. Now he 
wanted everything for her. Her everythings. And one thing he 
could see she wanted dearly, was Luke. 

“You really care for him, don’t you?” 

She nodded, scanning the sky. He was alive, Luke was alive. 
And the other—the Dark One—was dead. 

“Well, listen,” Han went on, “I understand. When he gets back, 
I won’t stand in your way ...” 

She squinted at him, suddenly aware they were crossing wires, 
having different conversations. “What are you talking about?” she 
said. Then she realized what he was talking about. “Oh, no. No,” 
she laughed, “it’s not like that at all—Luke is my brother.” 

Han was successively stunned, embarrassed, and elated. This 
made everything fine, just fine. 

He took her in his arms, embraced her, lowered her back down 
into the ferns ... and being extra careful of her wounded arm, lay 
down there beside her, under the waning glow of the burning 
Star. 


Luke stood in a forest clearing before a great pile of logs and 
branches. Lying, still and robed, atop the mound, was the lifeless 
body of Darth Vader. Luke set a torch to the kindling. 

As the flames enveloped the corpse, smoke rose from the vents 
in the mask, almost like a black spirit, finally freed. Luke stared 
with a fierce sorrow at the conflagration. Silently, he said his last 
goodbye. He, alone, had believed in the small speck of humanity 
remaining in his father. That redemption rose, now, with these 
flames, into the night. 

Luke followed the blazing embers as they sailed to the sky. 
They mixed, there, in his vision, with the fireworks the Rebel 
fighters were setting off in victory celebration. And these, in turn, 
mingled with the bonfires that speckled the woods and the Ewoks 
village—fires of elation, of comfort and triumph. He could hear 
the drums beating, the music weaving in the firelight, the cheers 
of brave reunion. Luke’s cheer was mute as he gazed into the fires 
of his own victory and loss. 


A huge bonfire blazed in the center of the Ewok village square 
for the celebration that night. Rebels and Ewoks rejoiced in the 
warm firelight of the cool evening—singing, dancing, and 
laughing, in the communal language of liberation. Even Teebo 
and Artoo had reconciled, and were doing a little jig together, as 
others clapped in time to the music. Threepio, his regal days in 
this village over, was content to sit near the spinning little droid 
who was his best friend in the universe. He thanked the Maker 
that Captain Solo had been able to fix Artoo, not to mention 
Mistress Leia—for a man without protocol, Solo did have his 
moments. And he thanked the Maker this bloody war was over. 

The prisoners had been sent on shuttles to what was left of the 
Imperial Fleet—the Rebel Star Cruisers were dealing with all that. 
Up there, somewhere. The Death Star had burned itself out. 

Han, Leia, and Chewbacca stood off a short way from the 
revelers. They stayed close to each other, not talking; periodically 
glancing at the path that led into the village. Half waiting, half 
trying not to wait; unable to do anything else. 

Until, at last, their patience was rewarded: Luke and Lando, 
exhausted but happy, stumbled down the path, out of the 
darkness, into the light. The friends rushed to greet them. They 


all embraced, cheered, jumped about, fell over, and finally just 
huddled, still wordless, content with the comfort of each other’s 
touch. 

In a while, the two droids sidled over as well, to stand beside 
their dearest comrades. 

The fuzzy Ewoks continued in wild jubilation, far into the 
night, while this small company of gallant adventurers watched 
on from the sidelines. 

For an evanescent moment, looking into the bonfire, Luke 
thought he saw faces dancing—Yoda, Ben; was it his father? He 
drew away from his companions, to try to see what the faces 
were saying; they were ephemeral, and spoke only to the 
shadows of the flames, and then disappeared altogether. 

It gave Luke a momentary sadness but then Leia took his hand, 
and drew him back close to her and to the others, back into their 
circle of warmth, and camaraderie; and love. 

The Empire was dead. 

Long live the Alliance. 
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STAR WARS—The Expanded Universe 


You saw the movies. You watched the cartoon series, or maybe 
played some of the video games. But did you know ... 

In The Empire Strikes Back, Princess Leia Organa said to Han 
Solo, “I love you.” Han said, “I know.” But did you know that 
they actually got married? And had three Jedi children: the twins, 
Jacen and Jaina, and a younger son, Anakin? 

Luke Skywalker was trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi and 
Yoda. But did you know that, years later, he went on to revive 
the Jedi Order and its commitment to defending the galaxy from 
evil and injustice? 

Obi-Wan said to Luke, “For over a thousand generations, the 
Jedi Knights were the guardians of peace and justice in the Old 
Republic. Before the dark times. Before the Empire.” Did you 
know that over those millennia, legendary Jedi and infamous Sith 
Lords were adding their names to the annals of Republic history? 

Yoda explained that the dreaded Sith tend to come in twos: 
“Always two, there are. No more, no less. A Master, and an 
apprentice.” But did you know that the Sith didn’t always exist in 
pairs? That at one time in the ancient Republic there were as 
many Sith as Jedi, until a Sith Lord named Darth Bane was the 
lone survivor of a great Sith war and created the “Rule of Two”? 


All this and much, much more is brought to life in the many 


novels and comics of the Star Wars expanded universe. You’ve 
seen the movies and watched the cartoon. Now venture out into 
the wider worlds of Star Wars! 

Turn the page or jump to the timeline of Star Wars novels to 


learn more. 
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“Captain Pellaeon?” a voice called down the portside crew pit 
through the hum of background conversation. “Message from the 
sentry line: the scoutships have just come out of lightspeed.” 

Pellaeon, leaning over the shoulder of the man at the 
Chimaera’s bridge engineering monitor, ignored the shout. “Trace 
this line for me,” he ordered, tapping a light pen at the schematic 
on the display. 

The engineer threw a questioning glance up at him. “Sir ...?” 

“I heard him,” Pellaeon said. “You have an order, Lieutenant.” 

“Yes, sir,” the other said carefully, and keyed for the trace. 

“Captain Pellaeon?” the voice repeated, closer this time. 
Keeping his eyes on the engineering display, Pellaeon waited 
until he could hear the sound of the approaching footsteps. Then, 
with all the regal weight that fifty years spent in the Imperial 
Fleet gave to a man, he straightened up and turned. 

The young duty officer’s brisk walk faltered; came to an abrupt 
halt. “Uh, sir—” He looked into Pellaeon’s eyes and his voice 
faded away. 

Pellaeon let the silence hang in the air for a handful of 
heartbeats, long enough for those nearest to notice. ‘This is not a 
cattle market in Shaum Hii, Lieutenant Tschel,” he said at last, 
keeping his voice calm but icy cold. “This is the bridge of an 
Imperial Star Destroyer. Routine information is not—repeat, not— 
simply shouted in the general direction of its intended recipient. 
Is that clear?” 

Tschel swallowed. “Yes, sir.” 

Pellaeon held his eyes a few seconds longer, then lowered his 
head in a slight nod. “Now. Report.” 

“Yes, sir.” Tschel swallowed again. “We’ve just received word 


from the sentry ships, sir: the scouts have returned from their 
scan raid on the Obroa-skai system.” 

“Very good,” Pellaeon nodded. “Did they have any trouble?” 

“Only a little, sir—the natives apparently took exception to 
them pulling a dump of their central library system. The wing 
commander said there was some attempt at pursuit, but that he 
lost them.” 

“T hope so,” Pellaeon said grimly. Obroa-skai held a strategic 
position in the borderland regions, and intelligence reports 
indicated that the New Republic was making a strong bid for its 
membership and support. If they’d had armed emissary ships 
there at the time of the raid.... 

Well, he’d know soon enough. “Have the wing commander 
report to the bridge ready room with his report as soon as the 
ships are aboard,” he told Tschel. “And have the sentry line go to 
yellow alert. Dismissed.” 

“Yes, sir.” Spinning around with a reasonably good imitation of 
a proper military turn, the lieutenant headed back toward the 
communications console. 

The young lieutenant ... which was, Pellaeon thought with a 
trace of old bitterness, where the problem really lay. In the old 
days—at the height of the Empire’s power—it would have been 
inconceivable for a man as young as Tschel to serve as a bridge 
officer aboard a ship like the Chimaera. Now— 

He looked down at the equally young man at the engineering 
monitor. Now, in contrast, the Chimaera had virtually no one 
aboard except young men and women. 

Slowly, Pellaeon let his eyes sweep across the bridge, feeling 
the echoes of old anger and hatred twist through his stomach. 
There had been many commanders in the Fleet, he knew, who 
had seen the Emperor’s original Death Star as a blatant attempt to 
bring the Empire’s vast military power more tightly under his 
direct control, just as he’d already done with the Empire’s 
political power. The fact that he’d ignored the battle station’s 
proven vulnerability and gone ahead with a second Death Star 
had merely reinforced that suspicion. There would have been few 
in the Fleet’s upper echelons who would have genuinely mourned 
its loss ... if it hadn’t, in its death throes, taken the Super Star 
Destroyer Executor with it. 

Even after five years Pellaeon couldn’t help but wince at the 


memory of that image: the Executor, out of control, colliding with 
the unfinished Death Star and then disintegrating completely in 
the battle station’s massive explosion. The loss of the ship itself 
had been bad enough; but the fact that it was the Executor had 
made it far worse. That particular Super Star Destroyer had been 
Darth Vader’s personal ship, and despite the Dark Lord’s 
legendary—and often lethal—capriciousness, serving aboard it 
had long been perceived as the quick line to promotion. 

Which meant that when the Executor died, so also did a 
disproportionate fraction of the best young and midlevel officers 
and crewers. 

The Fleet had never recovered from that fiasco. With the 
Executor’s leadership gone, the battle had quickly turned into a 
confused rout, with several other Star Destroyers being lost 
before the order to withdraw had finally been given. Pellaeon 
himself, taking command when the Chimaera’s former captain 
was killed, had done what he could to hold things together; but 
despite his best efforts, they had never regained the initiative 
against the Rebels. Instead, they had been steadily pushed 
back ... until they were here. 

Here, in what had once been the backwater of the Empire, with 
barely a quarter of its former systems still under nominal Imperial 
control. Here, aboard a Star Destroyer manned almost entirely by 
painstakingly trained but badly inexperienced young people, 
many of them conscripted from their home worlds by force or 
threat of force. 

Here, under the command of possibly the greatest military 
mind the Empire had ever seen. 

Pellaeon smiled—a tight, wolfish smile—as he again looked 
around his bridge. No, the end of the Empire was not yet. As the 
arrogantly self-proclaimed New Republic would soon discover. 

He glanced at his watch. Two-fifteen. Grand Admiral Thrawn 
would be meditating in his command room now... and if 
Imperial procedure frowned on shouting across the bridge, it 
frowned even harder on interrupting a Grand Admiral’s 
meditation by intercom. One spoke to him in person, or one did 
not speak to him at all. “Continue tracing those lines,” Pellaeon 
ordered the engineering lieutenant as he headed for the door. “Pll 
be back shortly.” 

The Grand Admiral’s new command room was two levels below 


the bridge, in a space that had once housed the former 
commander’s luxury entertainment suite. When Pellaeon had 
found Thrawn—or rather, when the Grand Admiral had found 
him—one of his first acts had been to take over the suite and 
convert it into what was essentially a secondary bridge. 

A secondary bridge, meditation room ... and perhaps more. It 
was no secret aboard the Chimaera that since the recent refitting 
had been completed the Grand Admiral had been spending a 
great deal of his time here. What was secret was what exactly he 
did during those long hours. 

Stepping to the door, Pellaeon straightened his tunic and 
braced himself. Perhaps he was about to find out. “Captain 
Pellaeon to see Grand Admiral Thrawn,” he announced. “I have 
informa—” 

The door slid open before he’d finished speaking. Mentally 
preparing himself, Pellaeon stepped into the dimly lit entry room. 
He glanced around, saw nothing of interest, and started for the 
door to the main chamber, five paces ahead. 

A touch of air on the back of his neck was his only warning. 
“Captain Pellaeon,” a deep, gravelly, catlike voice mewed into his 
ear. 

Pellaeon jumped and spun around, cursing both himself and 
the short, wiry creature standing less than half a meter away. 
“Blast it, Rukh,” he snarled. “What do you think you’re doing?” 

For a long moment Rukh just looked up at him, and Pellaeon 
felt a drop of sweat trickle down his back. With his large dark 
eyes, protruding jaw, and glistening needle teeth, Rukh was even 
more of a nightmare in the dimness than he was in normal 
lighting. 

Especially to someone like Pellaeon, who knew what Thrawn 
used Rukh and his fellow Noghri for. 

“Tm doing my job,” Rukh said at last. He stretched his thin arm 
almost casually out toward the inner door, and Pellaeon caught 
just a glimpse of the slender assassin’s knife before it vanished 
somehow into the Noghri’s sleeve. His hand closed, then opened 
again, steel-wire muscles moving visibly beneath his dark gray 
skin. “You may enter.” 

“Thank you,” Pellaeon growled. Straightening his tunic again, 
he turned back to the door. It opened at his approach, and he 
stepped through— 


Into a softly lit art museum. 

He stopped short, just inside the room, and looked around in 
astonishment. The walls and domed ceiling were covered with 
flat paintings and planics, a few of them vaguely human-looking 
but most of distinctly alien origin. Various sculptures were 
scattered around, some freestanding, others on pedestals. In the 
center of the room was a double circle of repeater displays, the 
outer ring slightly higher than the inner ring. Both sets of 
displays, at least from what little Pellaeon could see, also seemed 
to be devoted to pictures of artwork. 

And in the center of the double circle, seated in a duplicate of 
the Admiral’s Chair on the bridge, was Grand Admiral Thrawn. 

He sat motionlessly, his shimmery blue-black hair glinting in 
the dim light, his pale blue skin looking cool and subdued and 
very alien on his otherwise human frame. His eyes were nearly 
closed as he leaned back against the headrest, only a glint of red 
showing between the lids. 

Pellaeon licked his lips, suddenly unsure of the wisdom of 
having invaded Thrawn’s sanctum like this. If the Grand Admiral 
decided to be annoyed.... 

“Come in, Captain,” Thrawn said, his quietly modulated voice 
cutting through Pellaeon’s thoughts. Eyes still closed to slits, he 
waved a hand in a small and precisely measured motion. “What 
do you think?” 

“It’s ... very interesting, sir,” was all Pellaeon could come up 
with as he walked over to the outer display circle. 

“All holographic, of course,” Thrawn said, and Pellaeon 
thought he could hear a note of regret in the other’s voice. “The 
sculptures and flats both. Some of them are lost; many of the 
others are on planets now occupied by the Rebellion.” 

“Yes, sir,” Pellaeon nodded. “I thought you’d want to know, 
Admiral, that the scouts have returned from the Obroa-skai 
system. The wing commander will be ready for debriefing in a 
few minutes.” 

Thrawn nodded. “Were they able to tap into the central library 
system?” 

“They got at least a partial dump,” Pellaeon told him. “I don’t 
know yet if they were able to complete it—apparently, there was 
some attempt at pursuit. The wing commander thinks he lost 
them, though.” 


For a moment Thrawn was silent. “No,” he said. “No, I don’t 
believe he has. Particularly not if the pursuers were from the 
Rebellion.” Taking a deep breath, he straightened in his chair 
and, for the first time since Pellaeon had entered, opened his 
glowing red eyes. 

Pellaeon returned the other’s gaze without flinching, feeling a 
small flicker of pride at the achievement. Many of the Emperors 
top commanders and courtiers had never learned to feel 
comfortable with those eyes. Or with Thrawn himself, for that 
matter. Which was probably why the Grand Admiral had spent so 
much of his career out in the Unknown Regions, working to bring 
those still-barbaric sections of the galaxy under Imperial control. 
His brilliant successes had won him the title of Warlord and the 
right to wear the white uniform of Grand Admiral—the only 
nonhuman ever granted that honor by the Emperor. 

Ironically, it had also made him all the more indispensable to 
the frontier campaigns. Pellaeon had often wondered how the 
Battle of Endor would have ended if Thrawn, not Vader, had been 
commanding the Executor, “Yes, sir,” he said. “I’ve ordered the 
sentry line onto yellow alert. Shall we go to red?” 

“Not yet,” Thrawn said. “We should still have a few minutes. 
Tell me, Captain, do you know anything about art?” 

“Ah ... not very much,” Pellaeon managed, thrown a little by 
the sudden change of subject. “I’ve never really had much time to 
devote to it.” 

“You should make the time.” Thrawn gestured to a part of the 
inner display circle to his right. “Saffa paintings,” he identified 
them. “Circa 1550 to 2200, Pre-Empire Date. Note how the style 
changes—right here—at the first contact with the Thenngora. 
Over there—” he pointed to the left-hand wall “—are examples of 
Paonidd extrassa art. Note the similarities with the early Saffa 
work, and also the mid-eighteenth-century Pre-Em Vaathkree 
flatsculp.” 

“Yes, I see,” Pellaeon said, not entirely truthfully. “Admiral, 
shouldn’t we be—?” 

He broke off as a shrill whistle split the air. “Bridge to Grand 
Admiral Thrawn,” Lieutenant Tsehel’s taut voice called over the 
intercom. “Sir, we’re under attack!” 

Thrawn tapped the intercom switch. “This is Thrawn,” he said 
evenly. “Go to red alert, and tell me what we’ve got. Calmly, if 


possible.” 

“Yes, sir.” The muted alert lights began flashing, and Pellaeon 
could hear the sound of the klaxons baying faintly outside the 
room. “Sensors are picking up four New Republic Assault 
Frigates,” Tschel continued, his voice tense but under noticeably 
better control. “Plus at least three wings of X-wing fighters. 
Symmetric cloud-vee formation, coming in on our scoutships’ 
vector.” 

Pellaeon swore under his breath. A single Star Destroyer, with 
a largely inexperienced crew, against four Assault Frigates and 
their accompanying fighters ... “Run engines to full power,” he 
called toward the intercom. “Prepare to make the jump to 
lightspeed.” He took a step toward the door— 

“Belay that jump order, Lieutenant,” Thrawn said, still glacially 
calm. “TIE fighter crews to their stations; activate deflector 
shields.” 

Pellaeon spun back to him. “Admiral—” 

Thrawn cut him off with an upraised hand. “Come here, 
Captain,” the Grand Admiral ordered. “Let’s take a look, shall 
we?” 

He touched a switch; and abruptly, the art show was gone. 
Instead, the room had become a miniature bridge monitor, with 
helm, engine, and weapons readouts on the walls and double 
display circle. The open space had become a holographic tactical 
display; in one corner a flashing sphere indicated the invaders. 
The wall display nearest to it gave an ETA estimate of twelve 
minutes. 

“Fortunately, the scoutships have enough of a lead not to be in 
danger themselves,” Thrawn commented. “So. Let’s see what 
exactly we’re dealing with. Bridge: order the three nearest sentry 
ships to attack.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Across the room, three blue dots shifted out of the sentry line 
onto intercept vectors. From the corner of his eye Pellaeon saw 
Thrawn lean forward in his seat as the Assault Frigates and 
accompanying X-wings shifted in response. One of the blue dots 
winked out— 

“Excellent,” Thrawn said, leaning back in his seat. “That will 
do, Lieutenant. Pull the other two sentry ships back, and order 
the Sector Four line to scramble out of the invaders’ vector.” 


“Yes, sir,” Tschel said, sounding more than a little confused. 

A confusion Pellaeon could well understand. “Shouldn’t we at 
least signal the rest of the Fleet?” he suggested, hearing the 
tightness in his voice. “The Death’s Head could be here in twenty 
minutes, most of the others in less than an hour.” 

“The last thing we want to do right now is bring in more of our 
ships, Captain,” Thrawn said. He looked up at Pellaeon, and a 
faint smile touched his lips. “After all, there may be survivors, 
and we wouldn’t want the Rebellion learning about us. Would 
we.” 

He turned back to his displays. “Bridge: I want a twenty-degree 
port yaw rotation—bring us flat to the invaders’ vector, 
superstructure pointing at them. As soon as they’re within the 
outer perimeter, the Sector Four sentry line is to re-form behind 
them and jam all transmissions.” 

“Y-yes, sir. Sir—?” 

“You don’t have to understand, Lieutenant,” Thrawn said, his 
voice abruptly cold. “Just obey.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Pellaeon took a careful breath as the displays showed the 
Chimaera rotating as per orders. “I’m afraid I don’t understand, 
either, Admiral,” he said. “Turning our superstructure toward 
them—” 

Again, Thrawn stopped him with an upraised hand. “Watch 
and learn, Captain. That’s fine, bridge: stop rotation and hold 
position here. Drop docking bay deflector shields, boost power to 
all others. TIE fighter squadrons: launch when ready. Head 
directly away from the Chimaera for two kilometers, then sweep 
around in open cluster formation. Backfire speed, zonal attack 
pattern.” 

He got an acknowledgment, then looked up at Pellaeon. “Do 
you understand now, Captain?” 

Pellaeon pursed his lips. “I’m afraid not,” he admitted. “I see 
now that the reason you turned the ship was to give the fighters 
some exit cover, but the rest is nothing but a classic Marg Sabl 
closure maneuver. They’re not going to fall for anything that 
simple.” 

“On the contrary,” Thrawn corrected coolly. “Not only will 
they fall for it, they’ll be utterly destroyed by it. Watch, Captain. 
And learn.” 


The TIE fighters launched, accelerating away from the 
Chimaera and then leaning hard into etheric rudders to sweep 
back around it like the spray of some exotic fountain. The 
invading ships spotted the attackers and shifted vectors— 

Pellaeon blinked. “What in the Empire are they doing?” 

“They’re trying the only defense they know of against a Marg 
Sabl,” Thrawn said, and there was no mistaking the satisfaction in 
his voice. “Or, to be more precise, the only defense they are 
psychologically capable of attempting.” He nodded toward the 
flashing sphere. “You see, Captain, there’s an Elom commanding 
that force ... and Elomin simply cannot handle the unstructured 
attack profile of a properly executed Marg Sabl.” 

Pellaeon stared at the invaders, still shifting into their utterly 
useless defense stance ... and slowly it dawned on him what 
Thrawn had just done. “That sentry ship attack a few minutes 
ago,” he said. “You were able to tell from that that those were 
Elomin ships?” 

“Learn about art, Captain,” Thrawn said, his voice almost 
dreamy. “When you understand a species’ art, you understand 
that species.” 

He straightened in his chair. “Bridge: bring us to flank speed. 
Prepare to join the attack.” 

An hour later, it was all over. 
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The ready room door slid shut behind the wing commander, 
and Pellaeon gazed back at the map still on the display. “Sounds 
like Obroa-skai is a dead end,” he said regretfully. “There’s no 
way well be able to spare the manpower that much pacification 
would cost.” 

“For now, perhaps,” Thrawn agreed. “But only for now.” 

Pellaeon frowned across the table at him. Thrawn was fiddling 
with a data card, rubbing it absently between finger and thumb, 
as he stared out the view port at the stars. A strange smile played 
about his lips. “Admiral?” he asked carefully. 

Thrawn turned his head, those glowing eyes coming to rest on 
Pellaeon. “It’s the second piece of the puzzle, Captain,” he said 
softly, holding up the data card. “The piece I’ve been searching 
for now for over a year.” 


Abruptly, he turned to the intercom, jabbed it on. “Bridge, this 
is Grand Admiral Thrawn. Signal the Death’s Head; inform 
Captain Harbid we’ll be temporarily leaving the Fleet. He’s to 
continue making tactical surveys of the local systems and pulling 
data dumps wherever possible. Then set course for a planet called 
Myrkr—the nav computer has its location.” 

The bridge acknowledged, and Thrawn turned back to 
Pellaeon. “You seem lost, Captain,” he suggested. “I take it you’ve 
never heard of Myrkr.” 

Pellaeon shook his head, trying without success to read the 
Grand Admiral’s expression. “Should I have?” 

“Probably not. Most of those who have been smugglers, 
malcontents, and otherwise useless dregs of the galaxy.” 

He paused, taking a measured sip from the mug at his elbow— 
a strong Forvish ale, from the smell of it—and Pellaeon forced 
himself to remain silent. Whatever the Grand Admiral was going 
to tell him, he was obviously going to tell it in his own way and 
time. “I ran across an offhand reference to it some seven years 
ago,” Thrawn continued, setting his mug back down. “What 
caught my attention was the fact that, although the planet had 
been populated for at least three hundred years, both the Old 
Republic and the Jedi of that time had always left it strictly 
alone.” He cocked one blue-black eyebrow slightly. “What would 
you infer from that, Captain?” 

Pellaeon shrugged. “That it’s a frontier planet, somewhere too 
far away for anyone to care about.” 

“Very good, Captain. That was my ffirst assumption, 
too ... except that it’s not. Myrkr is, in fact, no more than a 
hundred fifty light-years from here—close to our border with the 
Rebellion and well within the Old Republic’s boundaries.” 
Thrawn dropped his eyes to the data card still in his hand. “No, 
the actual explanation is far more interesting. And far more 
useful.” 

Pellaeon looked at the data card, too. “And that explanation 
became the first piece of this puzzle of yours?” 

Thrawn smiled at him. “Again, Captain, very good. Yes. Myrkr 
—or more precisely, one of its indigenous animals—was the first 
piece. The second is on a world called Wayland.” He waved the 
data card. “A world for which, thanks to the Obroans, I finally 
have a location.” 


“I congratulate you,” Pellaeon said, suddenly tired of this 
game. “May I ask just what exactly this puzzle is?” 

Thrawn smiled—a smile that sent a shiver up Pellaeon’s back. 
“Why, the only puzzle worth solving, of course,” the Grand 
Admiral said softly. “The complete, total, and utter destruction of 
the Rebellion.” 


THE OLD REPUBLIC 
(5,000-33 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: 
A NEW HOPE) 


Long—long—ago in a galaxy far, far away ... some twenty-five 
thousand years before Luke Skywalker destroyed the first Death 
Star at the Battle of Yavin in Star Wars: A New Hope ... a large 
number of star systems and species in the center of the galaxy 
came together to form the Galactic Republic, governed by a 
Chancellor and a Senate from the capital city-world of Coruscant. 
As the Republic expanded via the hyperspace lanes, it absorbed 
new member worlds from newly discovered star systems; it also 
expanded its military to deal with the hostile civilizations, 
slavers, pirates, and gangster-species such as the slug-like Hutts 
that were encountered in the outward exploration. But the most 
vital defenders of the Republic were the Jedi Knights. Originally a 
reclusive order dedicated to studying the mysteries of the life 
energy known as the Force, the Jedi became the Republic’s 
guardians, charged by the Senate with keeping the peace—with 
wise words if possible; with lightsabers if not. 

But the Jedi weren’t the only Force-users in the galaxy. An 
ancient civil war had pitted those Jedi who used the Force 
selflessly against those who allowed themselves to be ruled by 
their ambitions—which the Jedi warned led to the dark side of 


the Force. Defeated in that long-ago war, the dark siders fled 


beyond the galactic frontier, where they built a civilization of 
their own: the Sith Empire. 

The first great conflict between the Republic and the Sith 
Empire occurred when two hyperspace explorers stumbled on the 
Sith worlds, giving the Sith Lord Naga Sadow and his dark side 
warriors a direct invasion route into the Republic’s central 
worlds. This war resulted in the first destruction of the Sith 
Empire—but it was hardly the last. For the next four thousand 
years, skirmishes between the Republic and Sith grew into wars, 
with the scales always tilting toward one or the other, and peace 
never lasting. The galaxy was a place of almost constant strife: 
Sith armies against Republic armies; Force-using Sith Lords 
against Jedi Masters and Jedi Knights; and the dreaded nomadic 
mercenaries called Mandalorians bringing muscle and firepower 
wherever they stood to gain. 

Then, a thousand years before A New Hope and the Battle of 
Yavin, the Jedi defeated the Sith at the Battle of Ruusan, 
decimating the so-called Brotherhood of Darkness that was the 
heart of the Sith Empire—and most of its power. 

One Sith Lord survived—Darth Bane—and his vision for the 
Sith differed from that of his predecessors. He instituted a new 
doctrine: No longer would the followers of the dark side build 
empires or amass great armies of Force-users. There would be 
only two Sith at a time: a Master and an apprentice. From that 
time on, the Sith remained in hiding, biding their time and 


plotting their revenge, while the rest of the galaxy enjoyed an 


unprecedented era of peace, so long and strong that the Republic 
eventually dismantled its standing armies. 

But while the Republic seemed strong, its institutions had 
begun to rot. Greedy corporations sought profits above all else 
and a corrupt Senate did nothing to stop them, until the 
corporations reduced many planets to raw materials for factories 
and entire species became subjects for exploitation. Individual 
Jedi continued to defend the Republic’s citizens and obey the will 
of the Force, but the Jedi Order to which they answered grew 
increasingly out of touch. And a new Sith mastermind, Darth 
Sidious, at last saw a way to restore Sith domination over the 
galaxy and its inhabitants, and quietly worked to set in motion 


the revenge of the Sith ... 


If you’re a reader new to the Old Republic era, here are three 


great starting points: 


e The Old Republic: Deceived, by Paul S. Kemp: Kemp tells the 
tale of the Republic’s betrayal by the Sith Empire, and 


features Darth Malgus, an intriguing, complicated villain. 


e Knight Errant, by John Jackson Miller: Alone in Sith territory, 
the headstrong Jedi Kerra Holt seeks to thwart the designs 
of an eccentric clan of fearsome, powerful, and bizarre Sith 
Lords. 

e Darth Bane: Path of Destruction, by Drew Karpyshyn: A portrait 
of one of the most famous Sith Lords, from his horrifying 


childhood to an adulthood spent in the implacable pursuit 


of vengeance. 


Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Old 


Republic era. 
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pf his surroundings. His arms ached from the endless 
g of the hydraulic jack. Small bits of rock skipped off the 
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goggles and stinging his exposed face and hands. Clouds of 
atomized dust filled the air, obscuring his vision, and the 
screeching whine of the jack filled the cavern, drowning out all 
other sounds as it burrowed centimeter by agonizing centimeter 
into the thick vein of cortosis woven into the rock before him. 

Impervious to both heat and energy, cortosis was prized in the 
construction of armor and shielding by both commercial and 
military interests, especially with the galaxy at war. Highly 
resistant to blaster bolts, cortosis alloys supposedly could 
withstand even the blade of a lightsaber. Unfortunately, the very 
properties that made it so valuable also made it extremely 
difficult to mine. Plasma torches were virtually useless; it would 
take days to burn away even a small section of cortosis-laced 
rock. The only effective way to mine it was through the brute 
force of hydraulic jacks pounding relentlessly away at a vein, 
chipping the cortosis free bit by bit. 

Cortosis was one of the hardest materials in the galaxy. The 
force of the pounding quickly wore down the head of a jack, 
blunting it until it became almost useless. The dust clogged the 
hydraulic pistons, making them jam. Mining cortosis was hard on 
the equipment ... and even harder on the miners. 

Des had been hammering away for nearly six standard hours. 
The jack weighed more than thirty kilos, and the strain of 
keeping it raised and pressed against the rock face was taking its 
toll. His arms were trembling from the exertion. His lungs were 
gasping for air and choking on the clouds of fine mineral dust 
thrown up from the jack’s head. Even his teeth hurt: the rattling 
vibration felt as if it were shaking them loose from his gums. 


But the miners on Apatros were paid based on how much 
cortosis they brought back. If he quit now, another miner would 
jump in and start working the vein, taking a share of the profits. 
Des didn’t like to share. 

The whine of the jack’s motor took on a higher pitch, becoming 
a keening wail Des was all too familiar with. At twenty thousand 
rpm, the motor sucked in dust like a thirsty bantha sucking up 
water after a long desert crossing. The only way to combat it was 
by regular cleaning and servicing, and the Outer Rim Oreworks 
Company preferred to buy cheap equipment and replace it, rather 
than sinking credits into maintenance. Des knew exactly what 
was going to happen next—and a second later, it did. The motor 
blew. 

The hydraulics seized with a horrible crunch, and a cloud of 
black smoke spit out the rear of the jack. Cursing ORO and its 
corporate policies, Des released his cramped finger from the 
trigger and tossed the spent piece of equipment to the floor. 

“Move aside, kid,” a voice said. 

Gerd, one of the other miners, stepped up and tried to shoulder 
Des out of the way so he could work the vein with his own jack. 
Gerd had been working the mines for nearly twenty standard 
years, and it had turned his body into a mass of hard, knotted 
muscle. But Des had been working the mines for ten years 
himself, ever since he was a teenager, and he was just as solid as 
the older man—and a little bigger. He didn’t budge. 

“Pm not done here,” he said. “Jack died, that’s all. Hand me 
yours and Pll keep at it for a while.” 

“You know the rules, kid. You stop working and someone else 
is allowed to move in.” 

Technically, Gerd was right. But nobody ever jumped another 
miner’s claim over an equipment malfunction. Not unless he was 
trying to pick a fight. 

Des took a quick look around. The chamber was empty except 
for the two of them, standing less than half a meter apart. Not a 
surprise; Des usually chose caverns far off the main tunnel 
network. It had to be more than mere coincidence that Gerd was 
here. 

Des had known Gerd for as long as he could remember. The 
middle-aged man had been friends with Hurst, Des’s father. Back 
when Des first started working the mines at thirteen, he had 


taken a lot of abuse from the bigger miners. His father had been 
the worst tormentor, but Gerd had been one of the main 
instigators, dishing out more than his fair share of teasing, 
insults, and the occasional cuff on the ear. 

Their harassments had ended shortly after Des’s father died of a 
massive heart attack. It wasn’t because the miners felt sorry for 
the orphaned young man, though. By the time Hurst died, the 
tall, skinny teenager they loved to bully had become a mountain 
of muscle with heavy hands and a fierce temper. Mining was a 
tough job; it was the closest thing to hard labor outside a 
Republic prison colony. Whoever worked the mines on Apatros 
got big—and Des just happened to become the biggest of them 
all. Half a dozen black eyes, countless bloody noses, and one 
broken jaw in the space of a month was all it took for Hurst’s old 
friends to decide they’d be happier if they left Des alone. 

Yet it was almost as if they blamed him for Hurst’s death, and 
every few months one of them tried again. Gerd had always been 
smart enough to keep his distance—until now. 

“T don’t see any of your friends here with you, old man,” Des 
said. “So back off my claim, and nobody gets hurt.” 

Gerd spat on the ground at Des’s feet. “You don’t even know 
what day it is, do you, boy? Kriffing disgrace is what you are!” 

They were standing close enough to each other that Des could 
smell the sour Corellian whiskey on Gerd’s breath. The man was 
drunk. Drunk enough to come looking for a fight, but still sober 
enough to hold his own. 

“Five years ago today,” Gerd said, shaking his head sadly. “Five 
years ago today your own father died, and you don’t even 
remember!” 

Des rarely even thought about his father anymore. He hadn’t 
been sorry to see him go. His earliest memories were of his father 
smacking him. He didn’t even remember the reason; Hurst rarely 
needed one. 

“Can’t say I miss Hurst the same way you do, Gerd.” 

“Hurst?” Gerd snorted. “He raised you by himself after your 
mama died, and you don’t even have the respect to call him Dad? 
You ungrateful son-of-a-Kath-hound!” 

Des glared down menacingly at Gerd, but the shorter man was 
too full of drink and self-righteous indignation to be intimidated. 

“Should’ve expected this from a mudcrutch whelp like you,” 


Gerd continued. “Hurst always said you were no good. He knew 
there was something wrong with you ... Bane.” 

Des narrowed his eyes, but didn’t rise to the bait. Hurst had 
called him by that name when he was drunk. Bane. He had 
blamed his son for his wife’s death. Blamed him for being stuck 
on Apatros. He considered his only child to be the bane of his 
existence, a fact he’d tended to spit out at Des in his drunken 
rages. 

Bane. It represented everything spiteful, petty, and mean about 
his father. It struck at the innermost fears of every child: fear of 
disappointment, fear of abandonment, fear of violence. As a kid, 
that name had hurt more than all the smacks from his father’s 
heavy fists. But Des wasn’t a kid anymore. Over time he’d learned 
to ignore it, along with all the rest of the hateful bile that spilled 
from his father’s mouth. 

“T don’t have time for this,” he muttered. “I’ve got work to do.” 

With one hand he grabbed the hydraulic jack from Gerd’s 
grasp. He put the other hand on Gerd’s shoulder and shoved him 
away. Stumbling back, the inebriated man caught his heel on a 
rock and fell roughly to the ground. 

He stood up with a snarl, his hands balling into fists. “Guess 
your daddy’s been gone too long, boy. You need someone to beat 
the sense back into you!” 

Gerd was drunk, but he was no fool, Des realized. Des was 
bigger, stronger, younger ... but he’d spent the last six hours 
working a hydraulic jack. He was covered in grime and the sweat 
was dripping off his face. His shirt was drenched. Gerd’s uniform, 
on the other hand, was still relatively clean: no dust, no sweat 
stains. He must have been planning this all day, taking it easy 
and sitting back while Des wore himself out. 

But Des wasn’t about to back down from a fight. Throwing 
Gerd’s jack to the ground, he dropped into a crouch, feet wide 
and arms held out in front of him. 

Gerd charged forward, swinging his right fist in a vicious 
uppercut. Des reached out and caught the punch with the open 
palm of his left hand, absorbing the force of the blow. His right 
hand snapped forward and grabbed the underside of Gerd’s right 
wrist; as he pulled the older man forward, Des ducked down and 
turned, driving his shoulder into Gerd’s chest. Using his 
opponent’s own momentum against him, Des straightened up and 


yanked hard on Gerd’s wrist, flipping him up and over so that he 
crashed to the ground on his back. 

The fight should have ended right then; Des had a split second 
where he could have dropped his knee onto his opponent, driving 
the breath from his lungs and pinning him to the ground while he 
pounded Gerd with his fists. But it didn’t happen. His back, 
exhausted from hours of hefting the thirty-kilo jack, spasmed. 

The pain was agonizing; instinctively Des straightened up, 
clutching at the knotted lumbar muscles. It gave Gerd a chance to 
roll out of the way and get back to his feet. 

Somehow Des managed to drop into his fighting crouch again. 
His back howled in protest, and he grimaced as red-hot daggers 
of pain shot through his body. Gerd saw the grimace and 
laughed. 

“Cramping up there, boy? You should know better than to try 
and fight after a six-hour shift in the mines.” 

Gerd charged forward again. This time his hands weren’t fists, 
but claws grasping and grabbing at anything they could find, 
trying to nullify the younger man’s height and reach by getting in 
close. Des tried to scramble out of the way, but his legs were too 
stiff and sore to get him clear. One hand grabbed his shirt, the 
other got hold of his belt as Gerd pulled both of them to the 
ground. 

They grappled together, wrestling on the hard, uneven stone of 
the cavern floor. Gerd had his face buried against Dessel’s chest 
to protect it, keeping Des from landing a solid elbow or head- 
butt. He still had a grip on Des’s belt, but now his other hand was 
free and punching blindly up to where he guessed Des’s face 
would be. Des was forced to wrap his arms in and around Gerd’s 
own, interlocking them so neither man could throw a punch. 

With their limbs pinned, strategy and technique meant little. 
The fight had become a test of strength and endurance, with the 
two combatants slowly wearing each other down. Dessel tried to 
roll Gerd over onto his back, but his weary body betrayed him. 
His limbs were heavy and soft; he couldn’t get the leverage he 
needed. Instead it was Gerd who was able to twist and turn, 
wrenching one of his hands free while still keeping his face 
pressed tight against Des’s chest so it wouldn’t be exposed. 

Des wasn’t so lucky ... his face was open and vulnerable. Gerd 
struck a blow with his free hand, but he didn’t hit with a closed 


fist. Instead he drove his thumb hard into Des’s cheek, only a few 
centimeters from his real target. He struck again with the thumb, 
looking to gouge out one of his opponent’s eyes and leave him 
blind and writhing in pain. 

It took Des a second to realize what was happening; his tired 
mind had become as slow and clumsy as his body. He turned his 
face away just as the second blow landed, the thumb jamming 
painfully into the cartilage of his upper ear. 

Dark rage exploded inside Des: a burst of fiery passion that 
burned away the exhaustion and fatigue. Suddenly his mind was 
clear, and his body felt strong and rejuvenated. He knew what he 
was going to do next. More importantly, he knew with absolute 
certainty what Gerd would do next, too. 

He couldn’t explain how he knew; sometimes he could just 
anticipate an opponent’s next move. Instinct, some might have 
said. Des felt it was something more. It was too detailed—too 
specific—to be simple instinct. It was more like a vision, a brief 
glimpse into the future. And whenever it happened, Des always 
knew what to do, as if something was guiding and directing his 
actions. 

When the next blow came, Des was more than ready for it. He 
could picture it perfectly in his mind. He knew exactly when it 
was coming and precisely where it would strike. This time he 
turned his head in the opposite direction, exposing his face to the 
incoming blow—and opening his mouth. He bit down hard, his 
timing perfect, and his teeth sank deep into the dirty flesh of 
Gerd’s probing thumb. 

Gerd screamed as Des clamped his jaw shut, severing the 
tendons and striking bone. He wondered if he could bite clean 
through and then—as if the very thought made it happen—he 
severed Gerd’s thumb. 

The screams became shrieks as Gerd released his grasp and 
rolled away, clasping his maimed hand with his whole one. 
Crimson blood welled up through the fingers trying to stanch the 
flow from his stump. 

Standing up slowly, Des spat the thumb out onto the ground. 
The taste of blood was hot in his mouth. His body felt strong and 
reenergized, as if some great power surged through his veins. All 
the fight had been taken out of his opponent; Des could do 
anything he wanted to Gerd now. 


The older man rolled back and forth on the floor, his hand 
clutched to his chest. He was moaning and sobbing, begging for 
mercy, pleading for help. 

Des shook his head in disgust; Gerd had brought this on 
himself. It had started as a simple fistfight. The loser would have 
ended up with a black eye and some bruises, but nothing more. 
Then the older man had taken things to another level by trying to 
blind him, and he’d responded in kind. Des had learned long ago 
not to escalate a fight unless he was willing to pay the price of 
losing. Now Gerd had learned that lesson, too. 

Des had a temper, but he wasn’t the kind to keep beating on a 
helpless opponent. Without looking back at his defeated foe, he 
left the cavern and headed back up the tunnel to tell one of the 
foremen what had happened so someone could come tend to 
Gerd’s injury. 

He wasn’t worried about the consequences. The medics could 
reattach Gerd’s thumb, so at worst Des would be fined a day or 
two’s wages. The corporation didn’t really care what its 
employees did, as long as they kept coming back to mine the 
cortosis. Fights were common among the miners, and ORO almost 
always turned a blind eye, though this particular fight had been 
more vicious than most—savage and short, with a brutal end. 

Just like life on Apatros. 


iners between Apatros’s only colony and the mines, Des felt 

hagsted. All he wanted was to get back to his bunk in the 
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leaving him hyperaware of the stiffness and soreness of his body. 
He slumped down in his seat and gazed around the interior of the 
cruiser. 

Normally, there would have been twenty other miners 
crammed into the speeder with him, but this one was empty 
except for him and the pilot. After the fight with Gerd, the 
foreman had suspended Des without pay, effective immediately, 
and had ordered the transport to take him back to the colony. 

“This kind of thing is getting old, Des,” the foreman had said 
with a frown. “We’ve got to make an example of you this time. 
You can’t work the mines until Gerd is healed up and back on the 
job.” 

What he really meant was, You can’t earn any credits until Gerd 
comes back. He’d still be charged room and board, of course. 
Every day that he sat around doing nothing would go onto his 
tab, adding to the debt he was working so desperately to pay off. 

Des figured it would be four or five days until Gerd was able to 
handle a hydraulic jack again. The on-site medic had reattached 
the severed thumb using a vibro-scalpel and synthflesh. A few 
days of kolto injections and some cheap meds to dull the pain, 
and Gerd would be back at it. Bacta therapy could have him back 
in a day; but bacta was expensive, and ORO wouldn’t spring for it 
unless Gerd had miner’s insurance ... which Des highly doubted. 

Most miners never bothered with the company-sponsored 
insurance program. It was expensive, for one thing. What with 
room, board, and the fees covering the cost of transport to and 
from the mines, most thought they gave ORO more than enough 
of their hard-earned pay without adding insurance premiums 


onto the stack. 

It wasn’t just the cost, though. It was almost as if the men and 
women who worked the cortosis mines were in denial, refusing to 
admit the potential dangers and hazards they encountered every 
day. Getting insurance would force them to take a look at the 
cold, hard facts. 

Few miners ever reached their golden years. The tunnels 
claimed many, burying bodies in cave-ins or incinerating them 
when somebody tapped into a pocket of explosive gases trapped 
in the rock. Even those who made it out of the mines tended not 
to survive long into their retirement. The mines took their toll. 
Sixty-year-old men were left with bodies that looked and felt like 
they were ninety, broken shells worn down by decades of hard 
physical labor and exposure to airborne contaminants that 
slipped through the substandard ORO filters. 

When Des’s father died—with no insurance, of course—all Des 
got out of it was the privilege of taking on his father’s 
accumulated debt. Hurst had spent more time drinking and 
gambling than mining. To pay for his monthly room and board 
he’d often had to borrow credits from ORO at an interest rate that 
would be criminal anywhere but in the Outer Rim. The debt kept 
piling up, month to month and year to year, but Hurst didn’t 
seem to care. He was a single parent with a son he resented, 
trapped in a brutal job he despised; he had given up any hope of 
escaping Apatros long before the heart attack claimed him. 

The Hutt spawn probably would have been glad to know his 
son had gotten stuck with his bill. 

The transport sped above the barren rocks of the small planet’s 
flatlands with no sound but the endless drone of the engines. The 
featureless wastes flew by in a blur, until the view out the 
window was nothing but a curtain of shapeless gray. The effect 
was hypnotic: Des could feel his tired mind and body eager to 
drift into deep and dreamless sleep. 

This was how they got you. Work you to exhaustion, dull your 
senses, numb your will into submission ... until you accepted 
your lot and wasted your entire life in the grit and grime of the 
cortosis mines. All in the relentless service of the Outer Rim 
Oreworks Company. It was a surprisingly effective trap; it worked 
on men like Gerd and Hurst. But it wasn’t going to work on Des. 

Even with his father’s crushing debt, Des knew he’d pay ORO 


off someday and leave this life behind. He was destined for 
something greater than this small, insignificant existence. He 
knew this with absolute certainty, and it was this knowledge that 
gave him the strength to carry on in the face of the relentless, 
sometimes hopeless grind. It gave him the strength to fight, even 
when part of him felt like giving up. 

He was suspended, unable to work the mines, but there were 
other ways to earn credits. With a great effort he forced himself 
to stand up. The floor swayed under his feet as the speeder made 
constant adjustments to maintain its programmed cruising 
altitude of half a meter above ground level. He took a second to 
get used to the rolling rhythm of the transport, then half walked, 
half staggered up the aisle between the seats to the pilot at the 
front. He didn’t recognize the man, but they all tended to look the 
same anyway: grim, unsmiling features, dull eyes, and always 
wearing an expression as if they were on the verge of a blinding 
headache. 

“Hey,” Des said, trying to sound nonchalant, “any ships come 
in to the spaceport today?” 

There was no reason for the pilot to keep his attention fixed on 
the path ahead. The forty-minute trip between the mines and the 
colony was a straight line across an empty plain; some of the 
pilots even stole naps along the route. Yet this one refused to turn 
and look at Des as he answered. 

“Cargo ship touched down a few hours ago,” he said in a bored 
voice. “Military. Republic cargo ship.” 

Des smiled. “They staying for a while?” 

The pilot didn’t answer; he only snorted and shook his head at 
the stupidity of the question. Des nodded and stumbled back 
toward his seat at the rear of the transport. He knew the answer, 
too. 

Cortosis was used in the hulls of everything from fighters to 
capital ships, as well as being woven into the body armor of the 
troops. And as the war against the Sith dragged on, the Republic’s 
need for cortosis kept increasing. Every few weeks a Republic 
freighter would touch down on Apatros. The next day it would 
leave again, its cargo bays filled with the valuable mineral. Until 
then the crew—officers and enlisted soldiers alike—would have 
nothing to do but wait. From past experience, Des knew that 
whenever Republic soldiers had a few hours to kill they liked to 


play cards. And wherever people played cards, there was money 
to be made. 

Lowering himself back onto his seat at the rear of the speeder, 
Des decided that maybe he wasn’t quite ready to hit his bunk 
after all. 

By the time the transport stopped on the edges of the colony, 
Des’s body was tingling with anticipation. He hopped out and 
sauntered toward his barracks at a leisurely pace, fighting his 
own eagerness and the urge to run. Even now, he imagined, the 
Republic soldiers and their credits would be sitting at the gaming 
tables in the colony’s only cantina. 

Still, there was no point in rushing over there. It was late 
afternoon, the sun just beginning its descent beyond the horizon 
to the north. By now most of the miners from the night shift 
would be awake. Many of them would already be at the cantina, 
whiling away the time until they had to make the journey out to 
the mines to start their shift. For the next two hours Des knew 
he’d be lucky to find a place to sit down in the cantina, never 
mind finding an empty seat at a pazaak or sabacc table. 
Meanwhile, it would be another few hours before the men 
working the day shift climbed onto the waiting transports to head 
back to their homes; he’d get to the cantina long before any of 
them. 

Back at his barracks, he stripped off his grime-stained coveralls 
and climbed into the deserted communal showers, scouring the 
sweat and fine rock dust from his body. Then he changed into 
some clean clothes and sauntered out into the street, making his 
way slowly toward the cantina on the far side of town. 

The cantina didn’t have a name; it didn’t need one. Nobody 
ever had any trouble finding it. Apatros was a small world, barely 
more than a moon with an atmosphere and some indigenous 
plant life. There were precious few places to go: the mines, the 
colony, or the barren wastes in between. The mines were a 
massive complex encompassing the caves and tunnels dug by 
ORO, as well as the refining and processing branches of ORO’s 
operations. 

The spaceports were located there, too. Freighters left daily 
with shipments of cortosis bound for some wealthier world closer 
to Coruscant and the Galactic Core, and incoming vessels 
bringing equipment and supplies to keep the mines running 


arrived every other day. Employees who weren’t strong enough to 
mine cortosis worked in the refining plants or the spaceport. The 
pay wasn’t as good, but they tended to live longer. 

But no matter where people worked, they all came home to the 
same place at the end of their shifts. The colony was nothing 
more than a ramshackle town of temporary barracks thrown 
together by ORO to house the few hundred workers expected to 
keep the mines running. Like the world itself, the colony was 
officially known as Apatros. To those who lived there, it was 
more commonly referred to as “the muck-huts.” Every building 
was the same shade of dingy gray durasteel, the exterior 
weathered and worn. The insides of the buildings were virtually 
identical, temporary workers’ barracks that had become all too 
permanent. Each structure housed four small private rooms 
meant for two people, but often holding three or more. 
Sometimes entire families shared one of those rooms, unless they 
could find the credits for the outrageous rents ORO charged for 
more space. Each room had bunks built into the walls and a 
single door that opened onto a narrow hall; a communal 
bathroom and shower were located at the end. The doors tended 
to squeak on ill-fitting hinges that were never tended to; the roofs 
were a patchwork of quick fixes to seal up the leaks that 
inevitably sprang whenever it rained. Broken windows were 
taped against the wind and cold, but never replaced. A thin layer 
of dust accumulated over everything, but few of the residents 
ever bothered to sweep out their domiciles. 

The entire colony was less than a kilometer on each square 
side, making it possible to walk from any given building to any of 
the other identical structures in fewer than twenty standard 
minutes. Despite the unrelenting similarity of the architecture, 
navigating the colony was easy. The barracks had been placed in 
straight rows and columns, forming a grid of utilitarian streets 
between the uniformly spaced domiciles. The streets couldn’t 
exactly be called clean, though they were hardly festering with 
garbage. ORO cleared trash and refuse just often enough to keep 
conditions sanitary, since an outbreak of diseases bred by filth 
would adversely affect the mine’s production. However, the 
company didn’t seem to mind the cluttered junk that inevitably 
accumulated throughout the town. Broken-down generators, 
rusted-out machinery, corroded scraps of metal, and discarded, 


worn-out tools crowded the narrow streets between the barracks. 

There were only two structures in the colony that were in any 
way distinguished from the rest. One was the ORO market, the 
only store onworld. It had once been a barracks, but the bunks 
had been replaced with shelves, and the communal shower area 
was now a Secure storage room. A small black-and-white sign had 
been fastened to the wall outside, listing the hours of operation. 
There were no displays to lure shoppers in, and no advertising. 
The market stocked only the most basic items, all at scandalous 
markups. Credit was gladly advanced against future wages at 
ORO’s typically high interest rate, guaranteeing that buyers 
would spend even more hours in the mine working off their 
purchases. 

The other dissimilar building was the cantina itself, a 
magnificent triumph of beauty and design when compared with 
the dismal homogeny of the rest of the colony. The cantina was 
built a few hundred meters beyond the edge of the town, set well 
apart from the gray grid of barracks. It stood only three stories 
high, but because every other structure was limited to a single 
floor it dominated the landscape. Not that it needed to be that 
tall. Inside the cantina everything was located on the ground 
floor; the upper stories were merely a facade constructed for 
show by Groshik, the Neimoidian owner and bartender. Above 
the first-floor ceiling, the second and third floors didn’t really 
exist—there were only the rising walls and a dome made of tinted 
violet glass, illuminated from within. Matching violet lights 
covered the pale blue exterior walls. On almost any world the 
effect would have been ostentatious and tacky, but amid the gray 
of Apatros it was doubly so. Groshik often proclaimed that he had 
intentionally made his cantina as garish as possible, simply to 
offend the ORO powers-that-be. The sentiment made him popular 
with the miners, but Des doubted if ORO really cared one way or 
the other. Groshik could paint his cantina any color he wanted, as 
long as he gave the corporation its cut of the profits each week. 

The twenty-standard-hour day of Apatros was split evenly 
between the two shifts of miners. Des and the rest of the early 
crew worked from 0800 to 1800; his counterparts worked from 
1800 to 0800. Groshik, in an effort to maximize profits, opened 
each afternoon at 1300 and didn’t close for ten straight hours. 
This allowed him to serve the night-crew workers before they 


started and catch the day crew when that shift was over. He’d 
close at 0300, clean for two hours, sleep for six, then get up at 
1100 and start the process all over again. His routine was well 
known to all the miners; the Neimoidian was as regular as the 
rising and setting of Apatros’s pale orange sun. 

As Des crossed the distance between the edge of the colony 
proper and the cantina’s welcoming door, he could already hear 
the sounds coming from inside: loud music, laughter, chatter, 
clinking glasses. It was almost 1600 now. The day shift had two 
hours to go before quitting time, but the cantina was still packed 
with nightshift workers looking to have a drink or something to 
eat before they boarded the shuttles that would take them to the 
mines. 

Des didn’t recognize any faces: the day and night crews rarely 
crossed paths. The patrons were mostly humans, with a few 
Twi’leks, Sullustans, and Cereans filling out the crowd. Des was 
surprised to notice a Rodian, too. Apparently the night crew were 
more tolerant of other species than the day shift. There were no 
waitresses, servers, or dancers; the only employee in the cantina 
was Groshik himself. Anyone who wanted a drink had to come up 
to the large bar built into the back wall and order it. 

Des pushed his way through the crowd. Groshik saw him 
coming and momentarily dipped out of sight behind the bar, 
reappearing with a mug of Gizer ale just as Des reached the 
counter. 

“You’re here early today,” Groshik said as he set the drink 
down with a heavy thud. His low, gravelly voice was difficult to 
hear above the din of the crowd. His words always had a guttural 
quality, as if he were speaking from the very back of his throat. 

The Neimoidian liked him, though Des wasn’t sure why. Maybe 
it was because he’d watched Des grow up from a young kid to a 
man; maybe he just felt sorry Des had been stuck with such a 
rankweed for a father. Whatever the reason, there was a standing 
arrangement between the two: Des never had to pay for a drink if 
it was poured without being asked for. Des gratefully accepted 
the gift and downed it in one long draft, then slammed the empty 
mug back down onto the table. 

“Ran into a bit of trouble with Gerd,” he replied, wiping his 
mouth. “I bit his thumb off, so they let me go home early.” 

Groshik tilted his head to one side and fixed his enormous red 


eyes on Des. The sour expression on his amphibian-like face 
didn’t change, but his body shook ever so slightly. Des knew him 
well enough to realize the Neimoidian was laughing. 

“Seems like a fair trade,” Groshik croaked, refilling the mug. 

Des didn’t guzzle the second drink as he had the first. Groshik 
rarely gave him more than one on the house, and he didn’t want 
to abuse the bartender’s generosity. 

He turned his attention to the crowd. The Republic visitors 
were easy to spot. Four humans—two men, two women—and a 
male Ithorian in crisp navy uniforms. It wasn’t just their clothes 
that made them stand out, though. They all stood straight and 
tall, whereas most of the miners tended to hunch forward, as if 
carrying a great weight on their backs. 

On one side of the main room, a smaller section was roped off 
from the rest of the cantina. It was the only part of the place 
Groshik had nothing to do with. The ORO Company allowed 
gambling on Apatros, but only if it was in charge of the tables. 
Officially this was to keep anyone from cheating, but everyone 
knew ORO’s real concern was keeping the wagers in check. It 
didn’t want one of its employees to win big and pay off all his or 
her debts in one lucky night. By keeping the maximum limits low, 
ORO made sure it was more profitable to work the mines than the 
tables. 

In the gaming section were four more naval soldiers wearing 
the uniform of the Republic fleet, along with a dozen or so 
miners. A Twi’lek woman with the rank of petty officer on her 
lapel was playing pazaak. A young ensign was sitting at the 
sabacc table, talking loudly to everyone around him, though 
nobody seemed to be listening to him. Two more officers—both 
human, one male, one female—also sat at the sabacc table. The 
woman was a lieutenant; the man bore the insignia of a full 
commander. Des assumed they were the senior officers in charge 
of the mission to receive the cortosis shipment. 

“T see you’ve noticed our recruiters,” Groshik muttered. 

The war against the Sith—officially nothing more than a series 
of protracted military engagements, even though the whole 
galaxy knew it was a war—required a steady stream of young and 
eager cadets for the front lines. And for some reason the Republic 
always expected the citizens on the Outer Rim worlds to jump at 
the chance to join them. Whenever a Republic military crew 


passed through Apatros, the officers tried to round up new 
recruits. They’d buy a round of drinks, then use it as an excuse to 
start up a conversation, usually about the glorious and heroic life 
of being a soldier. Sometimes they’d play up the brutality of the 
Sith. Other times they’d spin promises of a better life in the 
Republic military—all the while pretending to be friendly and 
sympathetic to the locals, hoping a few would join their cause. 

Des suspected they received some kind of bonus for any new 
recruit they conned into signing up. Unfortunately for them, they 
weren’t going to find too many takers on Apatros. The Republic 
wasn’t too popular on the Rim; people here, including Des, knew 
the Core Worlds exploited small, remote planets like Apatros for 
their own gain. The Sith found a lot of anti-Republic 
sympathizers out here on the fringes of civilized space; that was 
one of the reasons their numbers kept growing as the war 
dragged on. 

Despite their dissatisfaction with the Core Worlds, people still 
might have signed up with the recruiters if the Republic wasn’t so 
concerned with following the absolute letter of the law. Anyone 
hoping to escape Apatros and the clutches of the mining 
corporation was in for a rude shock: debts to ORO still had to be 
paid, even by recruits protecting the galaxy against the rising Sith 
threat. If someone owed money to a legitimate corporation, the 
Republic fleet would garnish his or her wages until those debts 
were paid. Not too many miners were excited about the prospect 
of joining a war only to have the privilege of not getting paid. 

Some of the miners resented the senior officers and their 
constant push to lure naïve young men and women into joining 
their cause. It didn’t bother Des, though. He’d listen to them 
prattle on all night, as long as they kept playing cards. He figured 
it was a small price to pay for getting his hands on their credits. 

His eagerness must have shown, at least to Groshik. “Any 
chance you heard a Republic crew was stopping by and then 
picked a fight with Gerd just so you could get here early?” 

Des shook his head. “No. Just a happy coincidence, is all. What 
angle are they working this time? Glory of the Republic?” 

“Trying to warn us about the horrors of the Brotherhood of 
Darkness,” was the carefully neutral reply. “Not going over too 
well.” 

The cantina owner kept his real opinions to himself when it 


came to matters of politics. His customers were free to talk about 
any subject they wanted, but no matter how heated their 
arguments became, he always refused to take sides. 

“Bad for business,” he had explained once. “Agree with 
someone and they’ll be your friend for the rest of the night. Cross 
them and they might hate you for weeks.” Neimoidians were 
known for their shrewd business sense, and Groshik was no 
exception. 

A miner pushed his way up to the bar and demanded a drink. 
When Groshik went to fill the order, Des turned to study the 
gaming area. There weren’t any free seats at the sabacc table, so 
for the time being he was forced into the role of spectator. For 
well over an hour he studied the plays and the wagers of the 
newcomers, paying particular attention to the senior officers. 
They tended to be better players than the enlisted troops, 
probably because they had more credits to lose. 

The game on Apatros followed a modified version of the Bespin 
Standard rules. The basics of the game were simple: make a hand 
as close to twenty-three as possible without going over. Each 
round, a player had to either bet to stay in the hand, or fold. Any 
player who chose to stay in could draw a new card, discard a 
card, or place a card into the interference field to lock in its 
value. At the end of any round a player could come up, revealing 
his or her hand and forcing all other players to show their cards, 
as well. Best hand at the table won the hand pot. Any score over 
twenty-three, or below negative twenty-three, was a bomb-out 
that required the player to pay a penalty. And if a player had a 
hand that totaled exactly twenty-three—a pure sabacc—he or she 
won the sabacc pot as a bonus. But what with random shifts that 
could unexpectedly change the value of cards from round to 
round, and other players coming up early, a pure sabacc was a lot 
harder to achieve than it sounded. 

Sabacc was more than a game of luck. It was about strategy 
and style, knowing when to bluff and when to back down, 
knowing how to adapt to the ever-changing cards. Some players 
were too cautious, never betting more than the minimum raise 
even when they had a good hand. Others were too aggressive, 
trying to bully the rest of the table with outrageous bets even 
when they had nothing. A player’s natural tendencies showed 
through if you knew what to look for. 


The ensign, for example, was clearly new to the game. He kept 
staying in with weak hands instead of folding his cards. He was a 
chaser, not satisfied with cards good enough to collect the hand 
pot. He was always looking for the perfect hand, hoping to win 
big and collect the sabacc pot that kept on growing until it was 
won. As a result, he kept getting caught with bomb-out hands and 
having to pay a penalty. It didn’t seem to slow his betting, 
though. He was one of those players with more credits than 
sense, which suited Des just fine. 

To be an expert sabacc player, you had to know how to control 
the table. It didn’t take Des many hands to realize the Republic 
commander was doing just that. He knew how to bet big and 
make other players fold winning hands. He knew when to bet 
small to lure others into playing hands they should have folded. 
He didn’t worry much about his own cards; he knew that the 
secret to sabacc was figuring out what everyone else was 
holding ... and then letting them think they knew what cards he 
was holding. It was only when all the hands were revealed and he 
was raking in the chips that his opponents would realize how 
wrong they’d been. 

He was good, Des had to admit. Better than most of the 
Republic players who passed through. Despite his pleasant 
appearance, he was ruthless in scooping up pot after pot. But Des 
had a good feeling; sometimes he just knew he couldn’t lose. He 
was going to win tonight ... and win big. 

There was a groan from one of the miners at the table. 
“Another round and that sabacc pot was mine!” he said, shaking 
his head. “You’re lucky you came up when you did,” he added, 
speaking to the commander. 

Des knew it wasn’t luck. The miner had been so excited, he was 
twitching in his seat. Anyone with half a brain could see he was 
working toward a powerful hand. The commander had seen it 
and made his move, cutting the hand short and chopping the 
other gambler’s hopes off at the knees. 

“That’s it,” the miner said, pushing away from the table. “I’m 
tapped out.” 

“Looks like now’s your chance,” Groshik whispered under his 
breath as he swept past to pour another drink. “Good luck.” 

I don’t need luck tonight, Des thought. He crossed the floor of the 
cantina and stepped over the nanosilk rope into the ORO- 


controlled gaming room. 


RISE OF THE EMPIRE 
(33-0 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: 
A NEW HOPE) 


This is the era of the Star Wars prequel films, in which Darth 
Sidious’s schemes lead to the devastating Clone Wars, the 
betrayal and destruction of the Jedi Order, and the Republic’s 
transformation into the Empire. It also begins the tragic story of 
Anakin Skywalker, the boy identified by the Jedi as the Chosen 
One of ancient prophecy, the one destined to bring balance to the 
Force. But, as seen in the movies, Anakin’s passions lead him to 
the dark side, and he becomes the legendary masked and 
helmeted villain Darth Vader. 

Before his fall, however, Anakin spends many years being 
trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi. When the Clone Wars break 
out, pitting the Republic against the secessionist Trade 
Federation, Anakin becomes a war hero and one of the galaxy’s 
greatest Jedi Knights. But his love for the Naboo Queen and 
Senator Padmé Amidala, and his friendship with Supreme 
Chancellor Palpatine—secretly known as the Sith Lord Darth 


Sidious—will be his undoing ... 


If you’re a reader looking to jump into the Rise of the Empire era, 


here are five great starting points: 


e Labyrinth of Evil, by James Luceno: Luceno’s tale of the last 
days of the Clone Wars is equal parts compelling detective 
story and breakneck adventure, leading directly into the 


beginning of Star Wars: Episode III Revenge of the Sith. 


e Revenge of the Sith, by Matthew Stover: This masterfully 
written novelization fleshes out the on-screen action of 
Episode III, delving deeply into everything from Anakin’s 
internal struggle and the politics of the dying Republic to 


the intricacies of lightsaber combat. 


e Republic Commando: Hard Contact, by Karen Traviss: The first 
of the Republic Commando books introduces us to a band of 
clone soldiers, their trainers, and the Jedi generals who lead 
them, mixing incisive character studies with a deep 


understanding of the lives of soldiers at war. 


* Death Troopers, by Joe Schreiber: A story of horror aboard a 
Star Destroyer that you'll need to read with the lights on. 
Supporting roles by Han Solo and his Wookiee sidekick, 


Chewbacca, are just icing on the cake. 


* The Han Solo Adventures, by Brian Daley: Han and Chewie 
come to glorious life in these three swashbuckling tales of 
smuggling, romance, and danger in the early days before 


they meet Luke and Leia. 
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stations, Roan Shryne was reminded of meditation 
his former Master had guided him through. No matter 
refixcP BRA Seinte BYERNE tORAM g Wee PNM eye 
had offered little more than an eddying whiteness. Years later, 
when he had become more adept at silencing thought and 
immersing himself in the light, visual fragments would emerge 
from that colorless void—pieces to a puzzle that would gradually 
assemble themselves and resolve. Not in any conscious way, 
though frequently assuring him that his actions in the world were 
in accord with the will of the Force. 

Frequently but not always. 

When he veered from the course on which the Force had set 
him, the familiar white would once again be stirred by powerful 
currents; sometimes shot through with red, as if he were lifting 
his closed eyes to the glare of a midday sun. 

Red-mottled white was what he saw as he fell deeper into 
Murkhana’s atmosphere. Scored to reverberating thunder; the 
rush of the wind; a welter of muffled voices ... 

He was standing closest to the sliding door that normally sealed 
the troop bay of a Republic gunship, launched moments earlier 
from the forward hold of the Gallant—a Victory-class Star 
Destroyer, harried by vulture and droid tri-fighters and awaiting 
High Command’s word to commence its own descent through 
Murkhana’s artificial ceiling. Beside and behind Shryne stood a 
platoon of clone troopers, helmets fitting snugly over their heads, 
blasters cradled in their arms, utility belts slung with ammo 
magazines, talking among themselves the way seasoned warriors 


often did before battle. Alleviating misgivings with inside jokes; 
references Shryne couldn’t begin to understand, beyond the fact 
that they were grim. 

The gunship’s inertial compensators allowed them to stand in 
the bay without being jolted by flaring antiaircraft explosions or 
jostled by the gunship pilots’ evasive maneuvering through 
corkscrewing missiles and storms of white-hot shrapnel. Missiles, 
because the same Separatists who had manufactured the clouds 
had misted Murkhana’s air with anti-laser aerosols. 

Acrid odors infiltrated the cramped space, along with the roar 
of the aft engines, the starboard one stuttering somewhat, the 
gunship as battered as the troopers and crew it carried into 
conflict. 

Even at an altitude of only four hundred meters above sea level 
the cloud cover remained dense. The fact that Shryne could 
barely see his hand in front of his face didn’t surprise him. This 
was still the war, after all, and he had grown accustomed these 
past three years to not seeing where he was going. 

Nat-Sem, his former Master, used to tell him that the goal of 
the meditative exercises was to see clear through the swirling 
whiteness to the other side; that what Shryne saw was only the 
shadowy expanse separating him from full contact with the Force. 
Shryne had to learn to ignore the clouds, as it were. When he had 
learned to do that, to look through them to the radiant expanse 
beyond, he would be a Master. 

Pessimistic by nature, Shryne’s reaction had been: Not in this 
lifetime. 

Though he had never said as much to Nat-Sem, the Jedi Master 
had seen through him as easily as he saw through the clouds. 

Shryne felt that the clone troopers had a better view of the war 
than he had, and that the view had little to do with their helmet 
imaging systems, the filters that muted the sharp scent of the air, 
the earphones that dampened the sounds of explosions. Grown 
for warfare, they probably thought the Jedi were mad to go into 
battle as they did, attired in tunics and hooded robes, a lightsaber 
their only weapon. Many of them were astute enough to see 
comparisons between the Force and their own white plastoid 
shells; but few of them could discern between armored and 
unarmored Jedi—those who were allied with the Force, and those 
who for one reason or another had slipped from its sustaining 


embrace. 

Murkhana’s lathered clouds finally began to thin, until they 
merely veiled the planet’s wrinkled landscape and frothing sea. A 
sudden burst of brilliant light drew Shryne’s attention to the sky. 
What he took for an exploding gunship might have been a 
newborn star; and for a moment the world tipped out of balance, 
then righted itself just as abruptly. A circle of clarity opened in 
the clouds, a perforation in the veil, and Shryne gazed on verdant 
forest so profoundly green he could almost taste it. Valiant 
combatants scurried through the underbrush and sleek ships 
soared through the canopy. In the midst of it all a lone figure 
stretched out his hand, tearing aside a curtain black as night ... 

Shryne knew he had stepped out of time, into some truth 
beyond reckoning. 

A vision of the end of the war, perhaps, or of time itself. 

Whichever, the effect of it comforted him that he was indeed 
where he was supposed to be. That despite the depth to which 
the war had caused him to become fixed on death and 
destruction, he was still tethered to the Force, and serving it in 
his own limited way. 

Then, as if intent on foiling him, the thin clouds quickly 
conspired to conceal what had been revealed, closing the portal 
an errant current had opened. And Shryne was back where he 
started, with gusts of superheated air tugging at the sleeves and 
cowl of his brown robe. 

“The Koorivar have done a good job with their weather 
machines,” a speaker-enhanced voice said into his left ear. 
“Whipped up one brute of a sky. We used the same tactic on 
Paarin Minor. Drew the Seps into fabricated clouds and blew 
them to the back of beyond.” 

Shryne laughed without merriment. “Good to see you can still 
appreciate the little things, Commander.” 

“What else is there, General?” 

Shryne couldn’t make out the expression on the face behind the 
tinted T-visor, but he knew that shared face as well as anyone 
else who fought in the war. Commander of the Thirty-second air 
combat wing, the clone officer had somewhere along the line 
acquired the name Salvo, and the sobriquet fit him like a 
gauntlet. 

The high-traction soles of his jump boots gave him just enough 


added height to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Shryne, and 
where his armor wasn’t dinged and scored it was emblazoned 
with rust-brown markings. On his hips he wore holstered hand 
blasters and, for reasons Shryne couldn’t fathom, a version of the 
capelike command skirt that had become all the rage in the war’s 
third year. The left side of his shrapnel-pitted helmet was laser- 
etched with the motto LIVE TO SERVE! 

Torso markings attested to Salvo’s participation in campaigns 
on many worlds, and while he wasn’t an ARC—an Advanced 
Reconnaissance Commando—he had the rough edges of an ARC, 
and of their clone template, Jango Fett, whose headless body 
Shryne had seen in a Geonosian arena shortly before Master Nat- 
Sem had fallen to enemy fire. 

“Alliance weapons should have us in target lock by now,” Salvo 
said as the gunship continued to descend. 

Other assault ships were also punching through the cloud 
cover, only to be greeted by flocks of incoming missiles. Struck by 
direct hits, two, four, then five craft were blown apart, flaming 
fuselages and mangled troopers plummeting into the churning 
scarlet waves of Murkhana Bay. From the nose of one gunship 
flew a bang-out capsule that carried the pilot and co-pilot to 
within meters of the water before it was ripped open by a 
resolute heat seeker. 

In one of the fifty-odd gunships that were racing down the 
well, three other Jedi were going into battle, Master Saras Loorne 
among them. Stretching out with the Force, Shryne found them, 
faint echoes confirming that all three were still alive. 

He clamped his right hand on one of the slide door’s view slots 
as the pilots threw their unwieldy charge into a hard bank, 
narrowly evading a pair of hailfire missiles. Gunners ensconced in 
the gunship’s armature-mounted turrets opened up with blasters 
as flights of Mankvim Interceptors swarmed up to engage the 
Republic force. The anti-laser aerosols scattered the blaster 
beams, but dozens of the Separatist craft succumbed to missiles 
spewed from the gunships’ top-mounted mass-drive launchers. 

“High Command should have granted our request to bombard 
from orbit,” Salvo said in an amplified voice. 

“The idea is to take the city, Commander, not vaporize it,” 
Shryne said loudly. Murkhana had already been granted weeks to 
surrender, but the Republic ultimatum had expired. “Palpatine’s 


policy for winning the hearts and minds of Separatist populations 
might not make good military sense, but it makes good political 
sense.” 

Salvo stared at him from behind his visor. “We’re not interested 
in politics.” 

Shryne laughed shortly. “Neither were the Jedi.” 

“Why fight if you weren’t bred for it?” 

“To serve what remains of the Republic.” Shryne’s brief green 
vision of the war’s end returned, and he adopted a rueful grin. 
“Dooku’s dead. Grievous is being hunted down. If it means 
anything, I suspect it’ll be over soon.” 

“The war, or our standing shoulder-to-shoulder?” 

“The war, Commander.” 

“What becomes of the Jedi then?” 

“We’ll do what we have always done: follow the Force.” 

“And the Grand Army?” 

Shryne regarded him. “Help us preserve the peace.” 
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before the gunship dropped to the crests of the frothing waves 
and altered course, pointing its blunt nose toward the stacked 
skyline and slaloming through warheads fired from weapons 
emplacements that lined the shore. 

In a class with Mygeeto, Muunilinst, and Neimoidia, Murkhana 
was not a conquered planet but a host world—home to former 
Senator and Separatist Council member Passel Argente, and 
headquarters of the Corporate Alliance. Murkhana’s deal makers 
and litigators, tended to by armies of household droids and 
private security guards, had fashioned a hedonistic domain of 
towering office buildings, luxurious apartment complexes, 
exclusive medcenters, and swank shopping malls, casinos, and 
nightclubs. Only the most expensive speeders negotiated a 
vertical cityscape of graceful, spiralling structures that looked as 
if they had been grown of ocean coral rather than constructed. 

Murkhana also housed the finest communications facility in 
that part of the Outer Rim, and was a primary source of the 
“shadowfeeds” that spread Separatist propaganda among 
Republic and Confederacy worlds. 

Arranged like the spokes of a wheel, four ten-kilometer-long 
bridges linked the city to an enormous offshore landing platform. 
Hexagonal in shape and supported on thick columns anchored in 
the seabed, the platform was the prize the Republic needed to 
secure before a full assault could be mounted. For that to happen, 
the Grand Army needed to penetrate the defensive umbrellas and 
take out the generators that sustained them. But with nearly all 
rooftop and repulsorlift landing platforms shielded, Murkhana’s 


arc of black-sand beach was the only place where the gunships 
could insert their pay-loads of clone troopers and Jedi. 

Shryne was gazing at the landing platform when he felt 
someone begin to edge between him and Commander Salvo, set 
on getting a better look through the open hatch. Even before he 
saw the headful of long black curls, he knew it was Olee 
Starstone. Planting his left hand firmly on the top of her head, he 
propelled her back into the troop bay. 

“If youre determined to make yourself a target, Padawan, at 
least wait until we hit the beach.” 

Rubbing her head, the petite, blue-eyed young woman glanced 
over her shoulder at the tall female Jedi standing behind her. 
“You see, Master. He does care.” 

“Despite all evidence to the contrary,” the female Jedi said. 

“I only meant that it’ll be easier for me to bury you in the 
sand,” Shryne said. 

Starstone scowled, folded her arms across her chest, and swung 
away from both of them. 

Bol Chatak threw Shryne a look of mild reprimand. The raised 
cowl of her black robe hid her short vestigial horns. An Iridonian 
Zabrak, she was nothing if not tolerant, and had never taken 
Shryne to task for his irascible behavior or interfered with his 
teasing relationship with her Padawan, who had joined Chatak in 
the Murkhana system only a standard week earlier, arriving with 
Master Loorne and two Jedi Knights. The demands of the Outer 
Rim Sieges had drawn so many Jedi from Coruscant that the 
Temple was practically deserted. 

Until recently, Shryne, too, had had a Padawan learner ... 

For the Jedi’s benefit, the gunship pilot announced that they 
were closing on the jump site. 

“Weapons check!” Salvo said to the platoon. “Gas and packs!” 

As the troop bay filled with the sound of activating weapons, 
Chatak placed her hand on Starstone’s quivering shoulder. 

“Use your unease to sharpen your senses, Padawan.” 

“T will, Master.” 

“The Force will be with you.” 

“Were all dying,” Salvo told the troopers. “Promise yourselves 
you'll be the last to go!” 

Access panels opened in the ceiling, dropping more than a 
dozen polyplast cables to within reach of the troopers. 


“Secure to lines!” Salvo said. “Room for three more, General,” 
he added while armored, body-gloved hands took tight hold of 
the cables. 

Calculating that the jump wouldn’t exceed ten meters, Shryne 
shook his head at Salvo. “No need. We’ll see you below.” 

Unexpectedly, the gunship gained altitude as it approached the 
shoreline, then pulled up short of the beach, as if being reined in. 
Repulsorlifts engaged, the gunship hovered. At the same time, 
hundreds of Separatist battle droids marched onto the beach, 
firing their blasters in unison. 

The intercom squawked, and the pilot said, “Droid buster 
away!” 

A concussion-feedback weapon, the droid buster detonated at 
five meters above ground zero, flattening every droid within a 
radius of fifty meters. Similar explosions underscored the ingress 
of a dozen other gunships. 

“Where were these weapons three years ago?” one of the 
troopers asked Salvo. 

“Progress,” the commander said. “All of a sudden we’re 
winning the war in a week.” 

The gunship hovered lower, and Shryne leapt into the air. 
Using the Force to oversee his fall, he landed in a crouch on the 
compacted sand, as did Chatak and Starstone, if less expertly. 

Salvo and the clone troopers followed, descending one-handed 
on individual cables, triggering their rifles as they slid to the 
beach. When the final trooper was on the ground, the gunship 
lifted its nose and began to veer away from shore. Up and down 
the beach the same scenario was playing out. Several gunships 
failed to escape artillery fire and crashed in flames before they 
had turned about. 

Others were blown apart before they had even offloaded. 

With projectiles and blaster bolts whizzing past their heads, the 
Jedi and troopers scurried forward, hunkering down behind a 
bulkhead that braced a ribbon of highway coursing between the 
beach and the near-vertical cliffs beyond. Salvo’s communications 
specialist comlinked for aerial support against the batteries 
responsible for the worst of the fire. 

Through an opening in the bulkhead hastened the four 
members of a commando team, with a captive in tow. Unlike the 
troopers, the commandos wore gray shells of Katarn-class armor 


and carried heftier weapons. Hardened against magnetic pulses, 
their suits allowed them to penetrate defensive shields. 

The enemy combatant they had captured wore a long robe and 
tasseled headcloth but lacked the sallow complexion, horizontal 
facial markings, and cranial horns characteristic of the Koorivar. 
Like their fellow Separatists the Neimoidians, Passel Argente’s 
species had no taste for warfare, but felt no compunction about 
employing the best mercenaries credits could buy. 

The burly commando squad leader went immediately to Salvo. 

“Ion Team, Commander, attached to the Twenty-second out of 
Boz Pity.” Turning slightly in Shryne’s direction, the commando 
nodded his helmeted head. 

“Welcome to Murkhana, General Shryne.” 

Shryne’s dark brows beetled. “The voice is familiar ...,” he 
began. 

“The face even more so,” the commando completed. 

The joke was almost three years old but still in use among the 
clone troopers, and between them and the Jedi. 

“Climber,” the commando said, providing his sobriquet. “We 
fought together on Deko Neimoidia.” 

Shryne clapped the commando on the shoulder. “Good to see 
you again, Climber—even here.” 

“As I told you,” Chatak said to Starstone, “Master Shryne has 
friends all over.” 

“Perhaps they don’t know him as well as I do, Master,” 
Starstone grumbled. 

Climber lifted his helmet faceplate to the gray sky. “A good day 
for fighting, General.” 

“TIl take your word for it,” Shryne said. 

“Make your report, squad leader,” Salvo interrupted. 

Climber turned to the commander. “The Koorivar are 
evacuating the city, but taking their sweet time about it. They’ve 
a lot more faith in these energy shields than they should have.” 
He beckoned the captive forward and spun him roughly to face 
Salvo. “Meet Idis—human under the Koorivar trappings. 
Distinguished member of the Vibroblade Brigade.” 

“A mercenary band,” Bol Chatak explained to Starstone. 

“We caught him... with his trousers down,” Climber 
continued, “and persuaded him to share what he knows about the 
shoreline defenses. He was kind enough to provide the location of 


the landing platform shield generator.” The commando indicated 
a tall, tapered edifice farther down the beach. “Just north of the 
first bridge, near the marina. The generator’s installed two floors 
below ground level. We may have to take out the whole building 
to get to it.” 

Salvo signaled to his comlink specialist. “Relay the building 
coordinates to Gallant gunnery—” 

“Wait on that,” Shryne said quickly. “Targeting the building 
poses too great a risk to the bridges. We need them intact if we’re 
going to move vehicles into the city.” 

Salvo considered it briefly. “A surgical strike, then.” 

Shryne shook his head no. “There’s another reason for 
discretion. That building is a medcenter. Or at least it was the last 
time I was here.” 

Salvo looked to Climber for confirmation. 

“The general’s correct, Commander. It’s still a medcenter.” 

Salvo shifted his gaze to Shryne. “An enemy medcenter, 
General.” 

Shryne compressed his lips and nodded. “Even at this point in 
the war, patients are considered noncombatants. Remember what 
I said about hearts and minds, Commander.” He glanced at the 
mercenary. “Is the shield generator accessible from street level?” 

“Depends on how skilled you are.” 

Shryne looked at Climber. 

“Not a problem,” the commando said. 

Salvo made a sound of distaste. “You’d trust the word of a 
merc?” 

Climber pressed the muzzle of his DC-17 rifle into the small of 
the mercenary’s back. “Idis is on our side now, aren’t you?” 

The mercenary’s head bobbed. “Free of charge.” 

Shryne looked at Climber again. “Is your team carrying enough 
thermal detonators to do the job?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Salvo still didn’t like it. “I strongly recommend that we leave 
this to the Gallant.” 

Shryne regarded him. “What’s the matter, Commander, we’re 
not killing the Separatists in sufficient numbers?” 

“In sufficient numbers, General. Just not quickly enough.” 

“The Gallant is still holding at fifty kilometers,” Chatak said in 
a conciliatory tone. “There’s time to recon the building.” 


Salvo demonstrated his displeasure with a shrug of 
indifference. “It’s your funeral if you’re wrong.” 

“That’s neither here nor there,” Shryne said. “We’ll rendezvous 
with you at rally point Aurek-Bacta. If we don’t turn up by the 
time the Gallant arrives, feed them the building’s coordinates.” 

“You can count on it, sir.” 


REBELLION 
(0-5 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE) 


This is the period of the classic Star Wars movie trilogy—A New 
Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi—in which a 
ragtag band of Rebels battles the Empire, and Luke Skywalker 
learns the ways of the Force and must avoid his father’s fate. 
During this time, the Empire controls nearly the entire settled 
galaxy. Out in the Rim worlds, Imperial stormtroopers suppress 
uprisings with brutal efficiency, many alien species have been 
enslaved, and entire star systems are brutally exploited by the 
Empire’s war machine. In the central systems, however, most 
citizens support the Empire, weighing misgivings about its harsh 
methods against the memories of the horror and chaos of the 
Clone Wars. Few dare to openly oppose Emperor Palpatine’s rule. 
But the Rebel Alliance is growing. Rebel cells strike in secret 
from hidden bases scattered among the stars, encouraging some 
of the braver Senators to speak out against the Empire. When the 
Rebels learn that the Empire is building the Death Star, a space 
station with enough firepower to destroy entire planets, Princess 
Leia Organa, who represents her homeworld, Alderaan, in the 
Senate and is secretly a high-ranking member of the Rebel 
Alliance, receives the plans for the battle station and flees in 


search of the exiled Jedi Master Obi-Wan Kenobi. 


Thus begin the events that lead her to meet the smuggler and 
soon-to-be hero Han Solo, to discover her long-lost brother, Luke 
Skywalker, and to help the Rebellion take down the Emperor and 
restore democracy to the galaxy: the events of the three films A 


New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi. 


If you’re a reader looking for places to jump in and explore the 


Rebellion-era novels, here are five great places to start: 


* Death Star, by Michael Reaves and Steve Perry: The story of 
the construction of the massive battle station, touching on 
the lives of the builders, planners, soldiers, and support staff 
who populate the monstrous vessel, as well as the 
masterminds behind the design and those who intend to 


make use of it: the Emperor and Darth Vader. 


e The Mandalorian Armor, by K. W. Jeter: The famous bounty 
hunter Boba Fett stars in a twisty tale of betrayal within the 
galactic underworld, highlighted by a riveting confrontation 


between bounty hunters and a band of Hutts. 


e Shadows of the Empire, by Steve Perry: A tale of the shadowy 
parts of the Empire and an underworld criminal mastermind 
who is out to kill Luke Skywalker, while our other heroes 
try to figure out how to rescue Han Solo, who has been 


frozen in carbonite for delivery to Jabba the Hutt. 
* Tales of the Bounty Hunters, edited by Kevin J. Anderson: The 
bounty hunters summoned by Darth Vader to capture the 


Millennium Falcon tell their stories in this anthology of short 


tales, culminating with Daniel Keys Moran’s elegiac “The 


Last One Standing.” 


e Luke Skywalker and the Shadows of Mindor, by Matthew Stover: 
A tale set shortly after the events of Return of the Jedi, in 
which Luke must defeat the flamboyant dark sider known as 
Lord Shadowspawn while the pilots of Rogue Squadron duel 


his servants amid tumbling asteroids. 


Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the 


Rebellion era. 
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CHAPTER 1 


THE CORELLIAN QUEEN WAS A LEGEND: THE GREATEST luxury liner ever to 
ply the spaceways, an interstellar pleasure palace forever beyond 
the grasp of all but the galaxy’s super-elite—beings whose wealth 
transcended description. Rumor had it that for the price of a 
single cocktail in one of the Queen’s least-exclusive dining clubs, 
one might buy a starship; for the price of a meal, one could buy 
not only the starship, but the port in which it docked, and the 
factory that had built it. A being could not simply pay for a berth 
on the Corellian Queen; mere wealth would never suffice. To 
embark upon the ultimate journey into hedonistic excess, one 
first had to demonstrate that one’s breeding and manners were as 
exquisite as would be the pain of paying one’s bar bill. All of 
which made the Corellian Queen one of the most irresistible 
terrorist targets ever: who better to terrorize than the elite of the 
Elite, the Powers among the powerful, the greatest of the Great? 

And so when some presumably unscrupulous routing clerk in 
the vast midreaches of the Nebula Line corporation quietly 
offered for sale, to select parties from Kindlabethia to Nar 
Shaddaa, a hint as to the route of the Corellian Queen’s upcoming 
cruise, it attracted considerable interest. 

Two pertinent facts remained concealed, however, from the 
winning bidder. The first pertinent fact was that this presumably 
unscrupulous routing clerk was neither unscrupulous nor, in fact, 
a routing clerk, but was a skilled and resourceful agent of the 
intelligence service of the New Republic. The second pertinent 
fact was that the Corellian Queen was not cruising at all that 
season, having been replaced by a breakaway disposable shell 
built to conceal a substantial fraction of a starfighter wing, led by 
—as was customary in such operations—the crack pilots of Rogue 
Squadron. 


IT WAS APPROXIMATELY THE MOMENT THAT R4-G7 squalled a proximity 
alarm through his X-wing’s sensor panel and his HUD lit up with 


image codes for six TIE Defenders on his tail that Lieutenant 
Derek “Hobbie” Klivian, late of the Alliance to Restore Freedom 
to the Galaxy, currently of the New Republic, began to suspect 
that Commander Antilles’s brilliant ambush had never been 
brilliant at all, not even a little, and he said so. In no uncertain 
terms. Stripped of its blistering profanity, his comment was 
“Wedge? This plan was stupid. You hear me? Stupid, stupid, 
stuYOW—!” 

The yow was a product of multiple cannon hits that 
disintegrated his right dorsal cannon and most of the extended 
wing it had been attached to. This kicked his fighter into a 
tumble that he fought with both hands on the yoke and both feet 
kicking attitude jets and almost had under control until the pair 
of the Defenders closest on his tail blossomed into expanding 
spheres of flame and debris fragments. The twin shock fronts 
overtook him at exactly the wrong instant and sent him flipping 
end-over-end straight at another Defender formation streaking 
toward him head-on. Then tail-on, then head-on again, and so 
forth. 

His ship’s comlink crackled as Wedge Antilles’s fighter flashed 
past him close enough that he could see the grin on the 
commander’s face. “That’s ‘stupid plan, sir,’ Lieutenant.” 

“T suppose you think that’s funny.” 

“Well, if he doesn’t,” put in Hobbie’s wingman, “I sure do.” 

“When I want your opinion, Janson, I’ll dust your ship and scan 
for it in the wreckage.” The skewed whirl of stars around his 
cockpit gave his stomach a yank that threatened to make the slab 
of smoked terrafin loin he’d had for breakfast violently reemerge. 
Struggling grimly with the controls, he managed to angle his 
ship’s whirl just a hair, which let him twitch his ship’s nose 
toward the four pursuing marauders as he spun. Red fire lashed 
from his three surviving cannons, and the Defenders’ formation 
split open like an overripe snekfruit. 

Hobbie only dusted one with the cannons, but the pair of 
proximity-fused flechette torpedoes he had thoughtfully triggered 
at the same time flared in diverging arcs to intercept the enemy 
fighters; these torpedo arcs terminated in spectacular explosions 
that cracked the three remaining Defenders like rotten snuffle 
eggs. 

“Now, that was satisfying,” he said, still fighting his controls to 


stabilize the crippled X-wing. “Eyeball soufflé!” 

“Better watch it, Hobbie—keep that up, and somebody might start 
to think you can fly that thing.” 

“Are you in this fight, Janson? Or are you just gonna hang back 
and smirk while I do all the heavy lifting?” 

“Haven't decided yet.” Wes Janson’s X-wing came out of 
nowhere, streaking in a tight bank across Hobbie’s subjective 
vertical. “Maybe I can lend a hand. Or, say, a couple torps.” 

Two brilliant blue stars leapt from Janson’s torpedo tubes and 
streaked for the oncoming TIEs. 

“Uh, Wes?” Hobbie said, flinching. “Those weren’t the flechette 
torps, were they?” 

“Sure. What else?” 

“Have you noticed that I’m currently having just a little trouble 
maneuvering?” 

“What do you mean?” Janson asked as though honestly puzzled. 
Then, after a second spent watching Hobbie’s ship tumbling 
helplessly directly toward his torpedoes’ targets, he said, “Oh. 
Uh ... sorry?” 

The flechette torpedoes carried by Rogue Squadron had been 
designed and built specifically for this operation, and they had 
one primary purpose: to take out TIE Defenders. 

The TIE Defender was the Empire’s premier space-superiority 
fighter. It was faster and more maneuverable than the Incom T-65 
(better known as the X-wing); faster even than the heavily 
modified and updated 65Bs of Rogue Squadron. The Defender 
was also more heavily armed, packing twin ion cannons to 
supplement its lasers, as well as dual-use launch tubes that could 
fire either proton torpedoes or concussion missiles. The shields 
generated by its twin Novaldex deflector generators were nearly 
as powerful as those found on capital ships. However, the 
Defenders were not equipped with particle shields, depending 
instead on their titanium-reinforced hull to absorb the impact of 
material objects. 

Each proton torpedo shell had been loaded with thousands of 
tiny jagged bits of durasteel, packed around a core of 
conventional explosive. On detonation, these tiny bits of durasteel 
became an expanding sphere of shrapnel; though traveling with 
respectable velocity of their own, they were most effective when 
set off in the path of oncoming Defenders, because impact energy, 


after all, is determined by relative velocity. At starfighter combat 
speeds, flying into a cloud of durasteel pellets could transform 
one’s ship from a starfighter into a very, very expensive cheese 
grater. 

The four medial fighters of the oncoming Defender formation 
hit the flechette cloud and just ... shredded. The lateral wingers 
managed to bank off an instant before they would have been 
overtaken by two sequential detonations, as the explosion of one 
Defender’s power core triggered the other three’s cores an 
eyeblink later, so that the unfortunate Lieutenant Klivian was 
now tumbling directly toward a miniature plasma nebula that 
blazed with enough hard radiation to cook him like a bantha 
steak on an obsidian fry-rock at double noon on Tatooine. 

“You’re not gonna make it, Hobbie,” Janson called. “Punch out.” 

“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Hobbie snarled under his 
breath, still struggling grimly with the X-wing’s controls. The 
fighter’s tumble began to slow. “I’ve got it, Wes!” 

“No, you don’t! Punch out, Hobbie—PUNCH OUT!” 

‘Tve got it—I’m gonna make it! Pm gonna—” He was 
interrupted by the final flip of his X-wing, which brought his nose 
into line with the sight of the leading edge of the spherical debris 
field expanding toward him at a respectable fraction of 
lightspeed, and Hobbie Klivian, acknowledged master of both 
profanity and obscenity, human and otherwise, not to mention 
casual vulgarities from a dozen species and hundreds of star 
systems, found that he had nothing to say except, “Aw, nuts.” 

He stood the X-wing on its tail, sublights blasting for a tangent, 
but he had learned long ago that of all the Rogues, he was the 
one who should know better than to trust his luck. He reached for 
the eject trigger. 

Just as his hand found the trigger, the ship jounced and 
clanged as if he had his head trapped inside a Wookiee dinner 
gong at nightmeal. The metaphorical Wookiee cook must have 
been hungry, too, because the clanging went on and on and kept 
getting louder, and the eject still, mysteriously, didn’t seem to be 
working at all. This mystery was solved, however, by the brief 
shriek of atmosphere through a ragged fist-sized hole in the X- 
wing’s canopy. This hole was ragged because, Hobbie discovered, 
the fragment that had made this opening had been slowed by 
punching through the X-wing’s titanium-alloy ventral armor. Not 


to mention the X-wing’s control panel, where it had not only 
ripped away the entire eject trigger assembly, but had vaporized 
Hobbie’s left hand. 

He glared at his vacant wrist with more annoyance than shock 
or panic; instead of blood or cauterized flesh, his wrist jetted only 
sparks and smoke from overheated servomotors. He hadn’t had a 
real left arm since sometime before Yavin. 

Of more concern was the continuing shriek of escaping 
atmosphere, because he discovered that it was coming from his 
environment suit’s nitroxy generator. 

He thought, Oh, this sucks. After everything he had survived in 
the Galactic Civil War, he was about to be killed by a minor 
equipment malfunction. He amended his previous thought: This 
really sucks. 

He didn’t bother to say it out loud, because there wasn’t 
enough air in his cockpit to carry the sound. 

There being no other useful thing he could do with his severed 
left wrist, he jammed it into the hole in his canopy. His suit’s 
autoseal plastered itself to the jagged edges, but the nitroxy 
generator didn’t seem mollified; in fact, it was starting to feel like 
he had an unshielded fusion core strapped to his spine. 

Oh, yeah, he thought. The other hole. 

He palmed the cockpit harness’s snap release, twisted, and 
stretched out his left leg, feeling downward with the toe of his 
boot. He found a hole—and the rising pressure sucked the entire 
boot right out the bottom of his fighter before the autoseal 
engaged to close that hole, too. He felt another impact or two 
down there, but he couldn’t really tell if something might have 
ripped his foot off. 

It had been a few years since he’d had his original left leg. 

With the cockpit sealed, his nitroxy unit gradually calmed 
down, filling the space with a breathable atmosphere that smelled 
only faintly of scorched hair, and he began to think he might live 
through this after all. His only problem now was that he was 
deharnessed and stretched sideways in an extraordinarily 
uncomfortable twist that left him unable to even turn his head 
enough to see where he was going. “Arfour,” he said quietly, “can 
you please get us back to the PRP?” 

His current position did let him see, however, his astromech’s 
response to the task of navigating toward the primary rendezvous 


point, which was a spit of gap sparks and a halo of sporadic 
electrical discharge from what was left of its turret dome. Which 
was slightly less than half. 

He sighed. “Okay, ejection failure. And astromech damage. 
Crippled here,” he said into his comm. “Awaiting manual 
pickup.” 

“Little busy right now, Hobbie. We’ll get to you after we dust these 
TIEs.” 

“Take your time. Pm not going anywhere. Except, y’know, 
thataway. Slowly. Real slowly.” 

He spent the rest of the battle hoping for a bit of help from the 
Force when Wedge sent out the pickup detail. Please, he prayed 
silently, please let it be Tycho. Or Nin, or Standro. Anyone but 
Janson. 

He continued this plea as a sort of meditation, kind of the way 
Luke would talk about this stuff: he closed his eyes and visualized 
Wedge himself showing up to tow his X-wing back to the jump 
point. After a while, he found this image unconvincing— 
somehow he was never that lucky—and so he cycled through the 
other Rogues, and when those began to bore him, he decided it’d 
be Luke himself. Or Leia. Or, say, Wynssa Starflare, who always 
managed to look absolutely stellar as the strong, independent 
damsel-sometimes-in-distress in those prewar Imperial 
holodramas, because, y’know, as long as he was imagining 
something that was never gonna happen, he might as well make 
it entertaining. 

It turned out to be entertaining enough that he managed to 
pass the balance of the battle drifting off to sleep with a smile on 
his face. 

This smile lasted right up to the point where a particularly 
brilliant flash stabbed through his eyelids and he awoke, glumly 
certain that whatever had exploded right next to his ship was 
finally about to snuff him. But then there came another flash, and 
another, and with a painful twist of his body he was able to see 
Wes Janson’s fighter cruising alongside, only meters away. He 
was also able to see the handheld imager Janson had pressed 
against his cockpit’s canopy, with which Janson continued to 
snap picture after picture. 

Hobbie closed his eyes again. He would have preferred the 
explosion. 


“Just had to get a few shots.” Janson’s grin was positively 
wicked. “You look like some kind of weird cross between a starfighter 
pilot and a Batravian gumplucker.” 

Hobbie shook his head exhaustedly; dealing with Janson’s 
pathetic excuse for a sense of humor always made him tired. 
“Wes, I don’t even know what that is.” 

“sure you do, Hobbie. A starfighter pilot is a guy who flies an X- 
wing without getting blown up. Check the Basic Dictionary. Though I 
can understand how you’d get confused.” 

“No, I mean the—” Hobbie bit his lip hard enough that he 
tasted blood. “Um, Wes?” 

“Yeah, buddy?” 

“Have I told you today how much I really, really hate you?” 

“Oh, sure—your lips say ‘I hate you,’ but your eyes say—” 

“That someday I'll murder you in your sleep?” 

Janson chuckled. “More or less.” 

“Tt’s all over, huh?” 

“This part is. Most of ’em got away.” 

“How many’d we lose?” 

“Just Eight and Eleven. But Avan and Feylis ejected clean. Nothing 
a couple weeks in a bacta tank won’t cure. And then there’s my 
Batravian gumplucker wingman ...” 

“Youre the wingman, knucklehead. Maybe I should say, 
wingnut.” Hobbie sighed again. “I guess Wedge is happy, anyway. 
Everything’s proceeding according to plan ...” 

“I HATE when you say that.” 

“Yeah? How come?” 

“Don’t know. It just ... gives me the whingeing jimmies. Let me get 
this tow cable attached, and you might as well sleep; it’s a long cruise 
to the PRP.” 

“Suits me just fine,” Hobbie said, closing his eyes again. “I have 
this dream I really want to get back to ...” 


“GooD Jos, WEDGE.” GENERAL LANDO Carrissian, commander of Special 
Operations for the New Republic, nodded grave approval toward 
the flickering bluish holoform of Wedge Antilles that hovered a 
centimeter above his console. “No casualties?” 

“Nothing serious, General. Hobbie—Lieutenant Klivian—needs 
another left hand ...” 


Lando smiled. “How many does that make, all told?” 

“Pye lost count. How’s it going on your end?” 

“Good and less than good.” Lando punched up his readout of 
the tracking report. “Looks like our marauders are based in the 
Taspan system.” 

Wedge’s brilliant plan had become brilliant entirely by 
necessity; the usual method of locating a hidden marauder base— 
subjecting a captured pilot or two to a neural probe—had turned 
out to be much more difficult than anyone could have 
anticipated. Shadowspawn seemed very determined to maintain 
his privacy; through dozens of raids over nearly two months, 
many deep inside Republic territory and costing thousands of 
civilian lives, not one of Shadowspawn’s marauders had ever 
been taken alive. 

This was more than a simple refusal to surrender, though the 
marauders had shown a distressing tendency, when they found 
themselves in imminent danger, to shout out words to the effect 
of For Shadowspawn and the Empire! Forward the Restoration! and 
blow themselves up. Forensic engineers examining wreckage of 
destroyed TIE Defenders hypothesized that the starfighters were 
equipped with some unexplained type of deadman interlock, 
which would destroy the ship—and obliterate the pilot—even if 
the pilot merely lost consciousness. 

The brilliant part of Wedge’s brilliant plan had been to conceal 
hundreds of thousands of miniature solidstate transponders 
among the flechettes inside Rogue Squadron’s custom-made 
torpedoes, before giving the marauders a fairly decent pasting 
and letting the rest escape. Unlike ordinary tracking devices, 
these transponders gave off no signal of their own—thus 
requiring no power supply, and rendering them effectively 
undetectable. These transponders were entirely inert until 
triggered by a very specific subspace signal, which they then 
echoed in a very specific way. And since the only transponders of 
this very specific type in the entire galaxy were loaded in Rogue 
Squadron’s torpedo tubes, drifting at the ambush point in deep 
space along the Corellian Run, and lodged in various parts of the 
armored hulls of a certain group of TIE Defenders, locating the 
system to which said Defenders had fled was actually not 
complicated at all. 

Wedge’s holoform took on a vaguely puzzled look. “Taspan. 


Sounds familiar, but I can’t place it ...” 

“The Inner Rim, off the Hydian Way.” 

“That would be the less-than-good part.” 

“Yeah. No straight lanes in or out—and most of the legs run 
through systems still held by Imperials.” 

“Almost makes you wish for one of Palpatine’s old planet-killers.” 

“Almost.” Lando’s smile had faded, and he didn’t sound like he 
was joking. “The Empire had a weapons facility on Taspan II—it’s 
where they tested their various designs of gravity-well projectors 

“That’s it!” The image snapped its fingers silently, the sound 
eliminated by the holoprojector’s noise filter. “The Big Crush!” 

Lando nodded. “The Big Crush.” 

“I heard there was nothing left at Taspan but an asteroid field, like 
the Graveyard of Alderaan.” 

“There’s an inner planet—Taspan I is a minor resort world 
called Mindor. Not well known, but really beautiful; my parents 
had a summer house there when I was a kid.” 

“Any progress on this Shadowspawn character himself?” 

“We’ve only managed to determine that no one by that name 
was ever registered as an Imperial official. Clearly an assumed 
identity.” 

“The guy’s got to be some kind of nutjob.” 

“T doubt it. His choice of base is positively inspired; the debris 
from the Big Crush hasn’t had time to settle into stable orbits.” 

“So it is like the Graveyard of Alderaan.” 

“It’s worse, Wedge. A lot worse.” 

Wedge’s image appeared to be giving a low whistle; the 
holoprojector’s noise filter screened it out. “Sounds ugly. How are 
we supposed to get at them?” 

“You’re not.” Lando took a deep breath before continuing. 
“This is exactly the type of situation for which we developed the 
Rapid Response Task Force.” 

Wedge’s image gave a slow, understanding nod. “Hit ’em with 
our Big Stick, then. Slap ’em good and run like hell.” 

“Tt’s the best shot we’ve got.” 

“You’re probably right; you usually are. But it’ll sting, to not be 
there.” 

“Right enough. But we have other problems—and the RRTF is 
in very capable hands.” 


“Got that right.” Wedge suddenly grinned. “Speaking of those 
capable hands, pass along my regards to General Skywalker, will 
you?” 

“T will do that, Wedge. I will indeed.” 


THE NEW REPUBLIC 
(5-25 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE) 


The destruction of the second Death Star and the death of 
Emperor Palpatine—the climactic conclusion of Return of the Jedi 
—has shaken the Empire to its core. While the remnant of the 
loyal Imperials settles in for a long, drawn-out last stand, the 
victorious Rebel Alliance and its supporters found a galactic 
governing authority they name the New Republic. Troops and 
warships are donated to the cause, as New Republic military 
leaders forge plans to seize Imperial fortress worlds, invade the 
Core Worlds, and retake Coruscant itself. Eventually, the Imperial 
Remnant is pushed back to a small part of the Outer Rim, and the 
New Republic is finally able to focus on restoring just and 
democratic government to the galaxy. 

At last the heroes of the Rebellion are free to pursue their own 
lives. Han and Leia marry ... but before the birth of their twins, 
Jacen and Jaina, the galaxy is once again torn asunder by war, as 
the Imperial forces—under the control of military mastermind 
Grand Admiral Thrawn—step up their campaign of raids against 
the New Republic. Even after Thrawn is defeated, the Imperial 
forces forge on, harrying the New Republic and Luke’s nascent 
Jedi academy—the start of Luke’s dream to rebuild the Jedi 


Order from the ground up. Plagues, insurrections, and rogue 


warlords add to the chaos and push the New Republic back a step 
for every two steps it takes forward in its quest for peace and 
prosperity for all. Meanwhile, Leia becomes Chief of State of the 
New Republic, and the Solos’ third child, a boy they name 
Anakin, after his grandfather, is born; Luke has met Mara Jade, a 
secret dark side apprentice to the Emperor whom he helps bring 
into the light, and the two subsequently fall in love and marry. 
Finally, after a series of further setbacks and plots against the 
young galactic government and Luke’s Jedi, a peace treaty 
formally ends the long conflict between the New Republic and 
the remnants of the Empire. The events of these years are the 


answer to the question ... “What happened after the movies?” 


If you’re a reader looking to dive into the New Republic era, here 


are three great starting points: 


e X-Wing: Rogue Squadron, by Michael A. Stackpole: A taste of 
life at the edge, Rogue Squadron and the subsequent X-Wing 
novels bring to life Wedge Antilles and his brave, sometimes 
rambunctious fellow pilots in fast-paced adventures that 
switch smoothly and easily between entertaining repartee 
and tense battlefield action. 

e Heir to the Empire, by Timothy Zahn: The book that 
reintroduced a generation of fans to Star Wars is full of the 
elements that made the movies great—space battles, 
intriguing villains, and derring-do. 


* Before the Storm, by Michael P. Kube-McDowell: With a harder 


sci-fi edge to Star Wars, this novel features the classic 
heroes Han, Luke, and Leia, and explores everything from 


military forensics to the nature of the Force. 


Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New 


Republic era. 


BOOK 1 IN THE EXCITING NEW 


You’re good, Corran, but you’re no Luke Skywalker. Corran Horn’s 
cheeks still burned at the memory of Commander Antilles’s 
evaluation of his last simulator exercise. The line had been a 
simple comment, not meant to be cruel nor delivered that way, 
but it cut deep into Corran. I’ve never tried to suggest I’m that good 
of a pilot. 

He shook his head. No, you just wanted it to be self-evident and 
easily recognized by everyone around you. Reaching out he flicked 
the starter switches for the X-wing simulator’s engines. “Green 
One has four starts and is go.” All around him in the cockpit 
various switches, buttons, and monitors flashed to life. “Primary 
and secondary power is at full.” 

Ooryl Qrygg, his Gand wingman, reported similar start-up 
success in a high-pitched voice. “Green Two is operational.” 

Green Three and Four checked in, then the external screens 
came alive projecting an empty starfield. “Whistler, have you 
finished the navigation calculations?” 

The green and white R2 unit seated behind Corran hooted, then 
the navdata spilled out over Corran’s main monitor. He punched 
a button sending the same coordinates out to the other pilots in 
Green Flight. “Go to light speed and rendezvous on the 
Redemption.” 

As Corran engaged the X-wing’s hyperdrive, the stars elongated 
themselves into white cylinders, then snapped back into pinpoints 
and began to revolve slowly, transforming themselves into a 
tunnel of white light. Corran fought the urge to use the stick to 
compensate for the roll. In space, and especially hyperspace, up 
and down were relative. How his ship moved through hyperspace 
didn’t really matter—as long as it remained on the course 
Whistler had calculated and had attained sufficient velocity 
before entering hyperspace, he’d arrive intact. 

Flying into a black hole would actually make this run easier. Every 
pilot dreaded the Redemption run. The scenario was based on an 
Imperial attack on evacuation ships back before the first Death 


Star had been destroyed. While the Redemption waited for three 
Medevac shuttles and the corvette Korolev to dock and off-load 
wounded, the Imperial frigate Warspite danced around the system 
and dumped out TIE fighters and added bombers to the mix to do 
as much damage as they could. 

The bombers, with a full load of missiles, could do a lot of 
damage. All the pilots called the Redemption scenario by another 
name: the Requiem scenario. The Warspite would only deploy four 
starfighters and a half-dozen bombers—known in pilot slang as 
“eyeballs” and “dupes” respectively—but it would do so in a 
pattern that made it all but impossible for the pilots to save the 
Korolev. The corvette was just one big target, and the TIE 
bombers had no trouble unloading all their missiles into it. 

Stellar pinpoints elongated again as the fighter came out of 
hyperspace. Off to the port side Corran saw the Redemption. 
Moments later Whistler reported that the other fighters and all 
three Medevac shuttles had arrived. The fighters checked in and 
the first shuttle began its docking maneuver with the Redemption. 

“Green One, this is Green Four.” 

“Go ahead, Four.” 

“By the book, or are we doing something fancy?” 

Corran hesitated before answering. By book, Nawara Ven had 
referred to the general wisdom about the scenario. It stated that 
one pilot should play fleethund and race out to engage the first 
TIE flight while the other three fighters remained in close as 
backup. As long as three fighters stayed at home, it appeared, the 
Warspite dropped ships off at a considerable distance from the 
Korolev. When they didn’t, it got bolder and the whole scenario 
became very bloody. 

The problem with going by the book was that it wasn’t a very 
good strategy. It meant one pilot had to deal with five TIEs—two 
eyeballs and three dupes—all by himself, then turn around and 
engage five more. Even with them coming in waves, the chances 
of being able to succeed against those odds were slim. 

Doing it any other way was disastrous. Besides, what loyal son of 
Corellia ever had any use for odds? 

“By the book. Keep the home fires burning and pick up after 
me.” 

“Done. Good luck.” 

“Thanks.” Corran reached up with his right hand and pressed it 


against the lucky charm he wore on a chain around his neck. 
Though he could barely feel the coin through his gloves and the 
thick material of his flight suit, the familiar sensation of the metal 
resting against his breastbone brought a smile to his face. It 
worked for you a lot, Dad, let’s hope all its luck hasn’t run out yet. 

He openly acknowledged that he’d been depending quite a bit 
on luck to see him through the difficulties of settling in with the 
Alliance forces. Learning the slang took some work—moving from 
calling TIE starfighters “eyeballs” to calling Interceptors “squints” 
made a certain amount of sense, but many other terms had been 
born of logic that escaped him. Everything about the Rebellion 
seemed odd in comparison to his previous life and fitting in had 
not been easy. 

Nor will be winning this scenario. 

The Korolev materialized and moved toward the Redemption, 
prompting Corran to begin his final check. He’d mulled the 
scenario over in his mind time and time again. In previous runs, 
when he served as a home guard to someone else’s fleethund, he’d 
had Whistler record traces on the TIE timing patterns, flight 
styles, and attack vectors. While different cadets flew the TIE half 
of the simulations, the craft dictated their performance and a lot 
of their initial run sequence had been preprogrammed. 

A sharp squawk from Whistler alerted Corran to the Warspite’s 
arrival. “Great, eleven klicks aft.” Pulling the stick around to the 
right, Corran brought the X-wing into a wide turn. At the end of 
it he punched the throttle up to full power. Hitting another 
switch up to the right, he locked the S-foils into attack position. 
“Green One engaging.” 

Rhysati’s voice came cool and strong through the radio. “Be all 
over them like drool on a Hiitt.” 

“PIL do my best, Green Three.” Corran smiled and waggled the 
X-wing as he flew back through the Alliance formation and out 
toward the Warspite. Whistler announced the appearance of three 
TIE bombers with a low tone, then brought the sound up as two 
TIE fighters joined them. 

“Whistler, tag the bombers as targets one, two, and three.” As 
the R2 unit complied with that order, Corran pushed shield 
power full to front and brought his laser targeting program up on 
the main monitor. With his left hand he adjusted the sighting 
calibration knob on the stick and got the two fighters. Good, looks 


like three klicks between the eyeballs and the bombers. 

Corran’s right hand again brushed the coin beneath his flight 
suit. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then settled his hand 
on the stick and let his thumb hover over the firing button. At 
two klicks the heads-up display painted a yellow box around the 
lead TIE fighter. The box went green as the fighter’s image locked 
into the HUD’s targeting cross and Whistler’s shrill bleat filled the 
cockpit. Corran’s thumb hit the button, sending three bursts of 
laser bolts at the lead fighter. 

The first set missed but the second and third blasted through 
the spherical cockpit. The hexagonal solar panels snapped off and 
spun forward through space while the ion engines exploded into 
an expanding ball of incandescent gas. 

Corran kicked the X-wing up in a ninety-degree snap-roll and 
sliced through the center of the explosion. Laser fire from the 
second fighter lit up his forward shields, making it impossible for 
him to get a good visual line on the TIE. Whistler yowled, 
complaining about being a target. Corran hurried a shot and 
knew he hit, but the TIE flashed past and continued on in at the 
Korolev. 

Time to write a new chapter for the book on the Requiem scenario. 
Corran throttled back almost all the way to zero and let the X- 
wing decelerate. “Whistler, bring up target one.” 

The image of the first TIE bomber filled his monitor. Corran 
switched over to proton torpedo target control. The HUD changed 
to a larger box and Whistler began beeping as he worked 
supplying data to the targeting computer for a missile lock. 

“Green One, your velocity is down to one percent. Do you need 
help?” 

“Negative, Green Two.” 

“Corran, what are you doing?” 

“Making the book a short story.” I hope. 

The HUD went red and Whistlers tone became constant. 
Corran punched the button and launched the first missile. 
“Acquire target two.” The HUD flashed yellow, then red, and the 
pilot launched the second missile. 

Numbers scrolled away to zero as the missiles streaked in at 
their targets. Two kilometers away the first missile hit, shredding 
the first TIE bomber. Seconds later the second missile hit its 
target. A novalike explosion lit the simulator’s cockpit, then 


melted into the blackness of space. 

“Acquire target three.” 

Even as he gave the order he knew the rate of closure between 
the bomber and his ship would make the last missile shot all but 
impossible. “Cancel three.” Corran throttled up again as the third 
bomber sailed past and brought his ship around. He switched 
back to laser targeting and climbed right up on the bomber’s 
stern. 

The dupe’s pilot tried to evade him. He juked the double-hulled 
ship to the left, then started a long turn to the right, but Corran 
was of no mind to lose him. He cut his speed, which kept the 
bomber in front of him, then followed it in its turn. As he leveled 
out again on its tail, he triggered two laser bursts and the 
targeting computer reported hull damage. 

The bomber’s right wing came up in a roll and Corran did the 
same thing. Had he continued to fly level, the X-wing’s lasers 
would have passed on either side of the bomber’s fuselage, giving 
the bomber a few seconds more of life. Keeping the bomber 
centered in his crosshairs, Corran hit twice more and the bulky 
craft disintegrated before him. 

Pushing his throttle to full, Corran scanned for the fighter he’d 
missed. He found it two klicks out and going in toward the 
Korolev. He also found five more TIEs coming in from the other 
side of the corvette, eighteen kilometers away. Damn, the bomber 
took more time than I had to give it. 

He brought the torpedo targeting program back up and locked 
on to the remaining fighter. The HUD seemed to take forever 
before it went red and acquired a lock. Corran fired a missile and 
watched it blast through the fighter, then turned his attention to 
the new TIEs. 

“Green One, do you want us to engage?” 

Corran shook his head. “Negative, Two. Warspite is still here 
and could dump another flight.” He sighed. “Move to intercept 
the fighters, but don’t go beyond a klick from the Korolev.” 

“On it.” 

Good, they can tie the fighters up while I dust these dupes. Corran 
studied the navigational data Whistler was giving him. The 
Korolev, the bombers, and his X-wing formed a shrinking triangle. 
If he flew directly at the bombers he would end up flying in an 
arc, which would take more time than he had and let them get 


close enough to launch their missiles at the corvette. That would 
be less than useless as far as he was concerned. 

“Whistler, plot me an intercept point six klicks out from the 
Korolev.” 

The R2 whistled blithely, as if that calculation was so simple 
even Corran should have been able to do it in his head. Steering 
toward it, Corran saw he’d have just over a minute to deal with 
the bombers before they were in firing range on the Korolev. Not 
enough time. 

Flicking two switches, Corran redirected generator energy from 
recharging his shields and lasers into the engines. It took the 
acceleration compensator a second to cycle up, so the ship’s burst 
of speed pushed Corran back into the padding of his command 
seat. This better work. 

“Green One, the Warspite has hyped. Are we released to engage 
fighters?” 

“Affirmative, Three. Go get them.” Corran frowned for a 
second, knowing his fellow pilots would make short work of the 
TIE fighters. They would deny him a clean sweep, but he’d 
willingly trade two TIEs for the corvette. Commander Antilles 
might have gotten them all himself, but then he’s got two Death Stars 
painted on the side of his X-wing. 

“Whistler, mark each of the bombers four, five, and six.” Range 
to intercept was three klicks and he had added thirty seconds to 
his fighting time. “Acquire four.” 

The targeting computer showed him to be coming in at a forty- 
five-degree angle to the flight path of his target, which meant he 
was way off target. He quickly punched the generator back into 
recharging lasers and his shields, then pulled even more energy 
from his quartet of Incom 4L4 fusial thrust engines and shunted it 
into recharging his weapons and shields. 

The resource redirection brought his speed down. Corran 
pulled back on the stick, easing the X-wing into a turn that 
brought him head-on into the bombers. Tapping the stick to the 
left, he centered the targeting box on the first of the dupes. 

The HUD started yellow, then quickly went red. Corran fired a 
missile. “Acquire five.” The HUD started red and Whistler’s keen 
echoed through the cockpit. The Corellian fired a second missile. 
“Acquire six.” 

Whistler screeched. 


Corran looked down at his display. Scrolling up the screen, 
sandwiched between the reports of missile hits on the three 
bombers, he saw a notation about Green Two. “Green Two, 
report.” 

“He’s gone, One.” 

“A fighter got him?” 

“No time to chat ...” The comm call from the Twi’lek in Green 
Four ended in a hiss of static. 

“Rhysati?” 

“Got one, Corran, but this last one is good.” 

“Hang on.” 

“TI do my best.” 

“Whistler, acquire six.” 

The R2 unit hissed. The last bomber had already shot past the 
intercept point and was bearing in on the Korolev. The pilot had 
the wide-bodied craft slowly spinning, making it a difficult target 
for a missile lock. The Korolev, being as big as it was, would 
present large enough of a target that even a rolling ship could get 
a lock on it. 

And once he has that lock, the Korolev is so much space junk. 
Corran switched back to lasers and pushed his X-wing forward. 
Even though two klicks separated them, he triggered a couple of 
laser blasts. He knew his chances of hitting were not good at that 
range, but the light from the bolts would shoot past the TIE and 
give the pilot something to think about. And I want him thinking 
about me, not that nerf-vette grazing there. 

Corran redirected all power back into the engines and shot 
forward. Two more laser blasts caused the TIE bomber to shy a 
bit, but it had pushed into target-acquisition range. The ship’s roll 
began to slow as the pilot fixated on his target, then, as Corran 
brought his lasers to bear, the bomber jinked and cut away to 
port. 

The Corellian’s eyes narrowed. Bror Jace has got to be flying that 
thing. He thinks it’s payback time. The other pilot, a human from 
Thyferra, was—in Corran’s opinion—the second best pilot in the 
training squadron. He’s going to kill the Korolev and I’ll never hear 
the end of it. Unless ... 

Corran pulled all his shield energy forward and left his aft as 
naked as the shieldless TIE bomber. Following Jace through a 
barrel roll, he kept the throttle full forward. As they leveled out 


again Corran triggered a snapshot at the bomber. It caught a 
piece of one wing, but Jace dove beneath the X-wing’s line of fire. 
Here we go! 

Corran shoved his stick forward to follow the bomber’s dive, 
but because his rate of speed was a good twenty percent faster 
than that of Jace’s ship, the X-wing moved into a broad loop. By 
the time Corran inverted to finish the turn off, Jace’s bomber 
came back up and banked in on the X-wing’s tail. 

Before the bomber could unload a missile or two into his aft, 
Corran broke the fighter hard to port and carved across the 
bomber’s line of fire. Basic maneuver with a basic response. Without 
even glancing at his instruments, and paying no attention to 
Whistler’s squealed warning, Corran cut engine power back into 
recharging his shields. One more second. 

Jace’s response to Corran’s break had been a reverse-throttle 
hop. By bringing the nose of the bomber up in a steep climb, then 
rolling out in the direction of the turn, Jace managed to stay 
inside the arc of the X-wing’s turn. As the bomber leveled off, it 
closed very quickly with the X-wing—too quickly for a missile lock, 
but not a laser shot. 

The TIE bomber shrieked in at the X-wing. Collision warning 
klaxons wailed. Corran could feel Jace’s excitement as the X-wing 
loomed larger. He knew the other pilot would snap off a quick 
shot, then come around again, angry at having overshot the X- 
wing, but happy to smoke Corran before taking the Korolev. 

The X-wing pilot hit a switch and shifted all shield power to 
the aft shields. 

The deflector shield materialized as a  demisphere 
approximately twenty meters behind the X-wing. Designed to 
dissipate both energy and kinetic weapons, it had no trouble 
protecting the fighter from the bomber’s twin laser blasts. Had 
the bomber used missiles, the shields could even have handled all 
the damage they could do, though that would have been enough 
to destroy the shields themselves. 

The TIE bomber, which massed far more than the missiles it 
carried, should have punched through the shields and might even 
have destroyed the fighter, but it hit at an angle and glanced off. 
The collision did blast away half the power of the aft shield and 
bounced the X-wing around, but otherwise left the snubfighter 
undamaged. 


The same could not be said of the unshielded bomber. The 
impact with the shield was roughly equivalent to a vehicle hitting 
a ferrocrete wall at sixty kilometers per hour. While that might 
not do a land vehicle much damage, land vehicles are decidedly 
less delicate than starfighters. The starboard wing crumpled 
inward, wrapping itself around the bomber’s cockpit. Both pods 
of the ship twisted out of alignment so the engines shot it off into 
an uncontrolled tumble through the simulator’s dataspace. 

“Green Three, did you copy that?” 

Corran got no response. “Whistler, what happened to Three?” 

The R2 unit gave him a mournful tone. 

Sithspawn. Corran flipped the shield control to equalize things 
fore and aft. “Where is he?” 

The image of a lone TIE fighter making a strafing run on the 
Korolev appeared on Corran’s monitor. The clumsy little craft 
skittered along over the corvette’s surface, easily dodging its 
weak return fire. That’s seriously gutsy for a TIE fighter. Corran 
smiled. Or arrogant, and time to make him pay for that arrogance. 

The Corellian brought his proton torpedo targeting program up 
and locked on to the TIE. It tried to break the lock, but turbolaser 
fire from the Korolev boxed it in. Corran’s HUD went red and he 
triggered the torpedo. “Scratch one eyeball.” 

The missile shot straight in at the fighter, but the pilot broke 
hard to port and away, causing the missile to overshoot the 
target. Nice flying! Corran brought his X-wing over and started 
down to loop in behind the TIE, but as he did so, the TIE 
vanished from his forward screen and reappeared in his aft arc. 
Yanking the stick hard to the right and pulling it back, Corran 
wrestled the X-wing up and to starboard, then inverted and rolled 
out to the left. 

A laser shot jolted a tremor through the simulator’s couch. 
Lucky thing I had all shields aft! Corran reinforced them with 
energy from his lasers, then evened them out fore and aft. Jinking 
the fighter right and left, he avoided laser shots coming in from 
behind, but they all came in far closer than he liked. 

He knew Jace had been in the bomber, and Jace was the only 
pilot in the unit who could have stayed with him. Except for our 
leader. Corran smiled broadly. Coming to see how good I really am, 
Commander Antilles? Let me give you a clinic. “Make sure you’re in 
there solid, Whistler, because we’re going for a little ride.” 


Corran refused to let the R2’s moan slow him down. A snap-roll 
brought the X-wing up on its port wing. Pulling back on the stick 
yanked the fighter’s nose up away from the original line of flight. 
The TIE stayed with him, then tightened up on the arc to close 
distance. Corran then rolled another ninety degrees and 
continued the turn into a dive. Throttling back, Corran hung in 
the dive for three seconds, then hauled back hard on the stick and 
cruised up into the TIE fighter’s aft. 

The X-wing’s laser fire missed wide to the right as the TIE cut 
to the left. Corran kicked his speed up to full and broke with the 
TIE. He let the X-wing rise above the plane of the break, then put 
the fighter through a twisting roll that ate up enough time to 
bring him again into the TIE’s rear. The TIE snapped to the right 
and Corran looped out left. 

He watched the tracking display as the distance between them 
grew to be a kilometer and a half, then slowed. Fine, you want to 
go nose to nose? I’ve got shields and you don’t. If Commander 
Antilles wanted to commit virtual suicide, Corran was happy to 
oblige him. He tugged the stick back to his sternum and rolled 
out in an inversion loop. Coming at you! 

The two starfighters closed swiftly. Corran centered his foe in 
the crosshairs and waited for a dead shot. Without shields the TIE 
fighter would die with one burst, and Corran wanted the kill to 
be clean. His HUD flicked green as the TIE juked in and out of the 
center, then locked green as they closed. 

The TIE started firing at maximum range and scored hits. At 
that distance the lasers did no real damage against the shields, 
prompting Corran to wonder why Wedge was wasting the energy. 
Then, as the HUD’s green color started to flicker, realization 
dawned. The bright bursts on the shields are a distraction to my 
targeting! I better kill him now! 

Corran tightened down on the trigger button, sending red laser 
needles stabbing out at the closing TIE fighter. He couldn’t tell if 
he had hit anything. Lights flashed in the cockpit and Whistler 
started screeching furiously. Corran’s main monitor went black, 
his shields were down, and his weapons controls were dead. 

The pilot looked left and right. “Where is he, Whistler?” 

The monitor in front of him flickered to life and a diagnostic 
report began to scroll by. Bloodred bordered the damage reports. 
“Scanners, out; lasers, out; shields, out; engine, out! Pm a 


wallowing Hutt just hanging here in space.” 

With the X-wing’s scanners being dead, the R2 droid couldn’t 
locate the TIE fighter if it was outside the droid’s scanner range. 
Whistler informed Corran of this with an anxious bleat. 

“Easy, Whistler, get me my shields back first. Hurry.” Corran 
continued to look around for the TIE fighter. Letting me stew, are 
you, sir? You'll finish the Korolev then come for me. The pilot 
frowned and felt a cold chill run down his spine. You’re right, I’m 
no Luke Skywalker. I’m glad you think I’m not bad, but I want to be 
the best! 

Suddenly the starfield went black and the simulator pod hissed 
as it cracked open. The canopy lifted up and the sound of 
laughter filled the cockpit. Corran almost flicked the blast shield 
down on his helmet to prevent his three friends from seeing his 
embarrassed blush. Nope, might as well take my punishment. He 
stood and doffed his helmet, then shook his head. “At least it’s 
over.” 

The Twi’lek, Nawara Ven, clapped his hands. “Such modesty, 
Corran.” 

“Huh?” 

The blond woman next to the Twi’lek beamed up at him. “You 
won the Redemption scenario.” 

“What?” 

The grey-green Gand nodded his head and placed his helmet on 
the nose of Corran’s simulator. “You had nine kills. Jace is not 
pleased.” 

“Thanks for the good news, Ooryl, but I still got killed in 
there.” Corran hopped out of the simulator. “The pilot who got 
you three—Commander Antilles—he got me, too.” 

The Twi’lek shrugged. “He’s been at this a bit longer than I 
have, so it is not a surprise he got me.” 

Rhysati shook her head, letting her golden hair drape down 
over her shoulders. “The surprise was that he took so long to get 
us, really. Are you certain he killed you?” 

Corran frowned. “I don’t think I got a mission end message.” 

“Clearly you have too little experience of dying in these 
simulators because you’d know if you did.” Rhysati laughed 
lightly. “He may have hit you, Corran, but he didn’t kill you. You 
survived and won.” 

Corran blinked, then smiled. “And I got Bror before he got the 


Korolev. T11 take that.” 

“As well you should.” A brown-haired man with crystal blue 
eyes shouldered his way between Ooryl and Nawara. “You’re an 
exceptionally good pilot.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

The man offered Corran his hand. “Thought I had you, but 
when you shot out my engines, your missile caught up with me. 
Nice job.” 

Corran shook the man’s hand hesitantly. The man wore a black 
flight suit with no name or rank insignia on it, though it did have 
Hoth, Endor, and Bakura battle tabs sewn on the left sleeve. “You 
know, you’re one hot hand in a TIE.” 

“Nice of you to say, Mr. Horn—I’m a bit rusty, but I really 
enjoyed this run.” He released Corran’s hand. “Next time I’ll give 
you more of a fight.” 

A woman wearing a Lieutenant’s uniform touched the TIE pilot 
on the arm. “Admiral Ackbar is ready to see you now, sir. If you 
will follow me.” 

The TIE pilot nodded to the four X-wing pilots. “Good flying, 
all of you. Congratulations on winning the scenario.” 

Corran stared at the man’s retreating back. “I thought 
Commander Antilles was in that TIE. I mean it had to be someone 
as good as him to get you three.” 

The ends of Nawara Ven’s head tails twitched. “Apparently he 
is that good.” 

Rhysati nodded. “He flew circles around me.” 

“At least you saw him.” The Gand drummed his trio of fingers 
against the hull of Corran’s simulator. “He caught Ooryl as Ooryl 
fixed on his wingman. Ooryl is free hydrogen in simspace. That 
man is very good.” 

“Sure, but who is he?” Corran frowned. “He’s not Luke 
Skywalker, obviously, but he was with Rogue Squadron at Bakura 
and survived Endor.” 

The Twi’lek’s red eyes sparked. “The Endor tab had a black dot 
in the middle—he survived the Death Star run.” 

Rhysati looped her right arm around Corran’s neck and brought 
her fist up gently under his chin. “What difference does it make 
who he is?” 

“Rhys, he shot up three of our best pilots, had me dead in 
space, and says he’s a bit rusty! I want to know who he is because 


he’s decidedly dangerous.” 

“He is that, but today he’s not the most dangerous pilot. That’s 
you.” She linked her other arm through Nawara’s right elbow. 
“So, Corran, you forget you were a Security officer and, Nawara, 
you forget you were a lawyer and let this thing drop. Today we’re 
all pilots, we’re all on the same side”—she smiled sweetly—”and 
the man who beat the Redemption scenario is about to make good 
on all those dinner and drink promises he made to talk his 
wingmates into helping him win.” 


THE NEW JEDI ORDER 
(25-40 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE) 


A quarter century after A New Hope and the destruction of the 
Death Star, the galaxy is free of wide-scale conflicts—but the New 
Republic must contend with many regional brushfires. And Luke 
Skywalker’s Jedi Order faces its own growing pains: Some New 
Republic officials want to rein in the Jedi, leading Luke to 
wonder if the Jedi Council should be restored. 

On the planet Rhommamool, Leia Organa Solo, Mara Jade 
Skywalker, and Jaina Solo meet with a mysterious rabble-rouser 
named Nom Anor. Anor rejects Leia’s diplomatic entreaties, but 
she’s more disturbed by what she finds when she reaches out to 
him in the Force: nothing. It’s as if he isn’t there. 

Anor is a secret agent of the Yuuzhan Vong, powerful warriors 
from another galaxy who regard technology as blasphemous, 
relying on biological constructs to serve as their starships, 
weapons, and communicators. Long ago, a devastating war 
destroyed much of the Yuuzhan Vong’s galaxy and cut them off 
from the Force, sending their clans across the intergalactic void in 
search of a new home. Now they are at the edge of the Star Wars 
galaxy, ready to invade. 

As head of the New Jedi Order, Luke is central to the galaxy’s 


defense; Leia’s skills as a former Chief of State and respected 


political adviser are also called on. The five-year war shakes the 
galaxy to its foundations. Technologically advanced worlds 
within the Yuuzhan Vong invasion corridor are subjected to the 
newcomers’ biotechnology and altered into strange hybrids 
combining what they had been with the new Yuuzhan Vong 
ecosystem. Entire species are enslaved—or eradicated. The New 
Republic is ill prepared to meet the extragalactic threat, with 
regional rivalries, political dissension, and concern over the 
Imperial Remnant limiting the effectiveness of its military 
response. Wrangling in the Senate snarls the war plans, as do 
disagreements between planetary fleets and armies, while 
assassination and war thin the ranks of the New Republic’s 
leaders. Officers and pilots who battled for so long against the 
Empire, such as Admiral Ackbar and Wedge Antilles, work 
feverishly to figure out how to outmaneuver their new enemies. 
The invasion sorely challenges the Jedi, as well. Some take it 
upon themselves to meet the Yuuzhan Vong threat head-on, 
disdaining foot-dragging by politicians—and some of those skirt 
the dark side of the Force, giving in to their anger and fear as the 
Yuuzhan Vong ruin worlds and lives. The Yuuzhan Vong come to 
recognize the Jedi as the biggest threat to their plans, and begin 
hunting them down using New Republic traitors and 
bioengineered killers. At the forefront of the war against the Jedi 
are the Solo children—now teenagers and Jedi Knights in their 
own right. By the time the war is over, the Solo family will never 


be the same again. 


The other heroes of the Rebellion, too, face personal struggles 
and tragedies. Luke fears for the life of his wife, Mara—infected 
with a Yuuzhan Vong-engineered disease—and for that of his 
newborn son, Ben, hunted by the Jedi’s enemies. Han and Leia’s 
losses are even harder to bear, as their oldest friends and children 


risk everything to stop the Yuuzhan Vong. 


If you’re a reader looking to explore the epic tale of the Yuuzhan 
Vong war and the era of Luke’s New Jedi Order, the best place to 
start is with the first book in the series: 
e The New Jedi Order: Vector Prime, by R. A. Salvatore: The first 
novel in the series introduces the pitiless Yuuzhan Vong and 
immediately makes clear that the heroes of the Rebellion 


are in mortal danger. 


Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Jedi 


Order era. 


THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER 


ONE 
Fraying Fabric 


It was too peaceful out here, surrounded by the vacuum of 
space and with only the continual hum of the twin ion drives 
breaking the silence. While she loved these moments of peace, 
Leia Organa Solo also viewed them as an emotional trap, for she 
had been around long enough to understand the turmoil she 
would find at the end of this ride. 

Like the end of every ride, lately. 

Leia paused a moment before she entered the bridge of the Jade 
Sabre, the new shuttle her brother, Luke, had built for his wife, 
Mara Jade. Before her, and apparently oblivious to her, Mara and 
Jaina sat comfortably, side by side at the controls, talking and 
smiling. Leia focused on her daughter, Jaina, sixteen years old, 
but with the mature and calm demeanor of a veteran pilot. Jaina 
looked a lot like Leia, with long dark hair and brown eyes 
contrasting sharply with her smooth and creamy skin. Indeed, 
Leia saw much of herself in the girl—no, not girl, Leia corrected 
her own thoughts, but young woman. That same sparkle behind 
the brown eyes, mischievous, adventurous, determined. 

That notion set Leia back a bit, for she recognized then that 
when she looked at Jaina, she was seeing not a reflection of 
herself but an image of the girl she had once been. A twinge of 
sadness caught her as she considered her own life now: a 
diplomat, a bureaucrat, a mediator, always trying to calm things 
down, always working for the peace and prosperity of the New 
Republic. Did she miss the days when the most common noise 
around her had been the sharp blare of a blaster or the hiss of a 
lightsaber? Was she sorry that those wild times had been replaced 
by the droning of the ion drives and the sharp bickering of one 
pride-wounded emissary after another? 

Perhaps, Leia had to admit, but in looking at Jaina and those 
simmering dark eyes, she could take vicarious pleasure. 

Another twinge—jealousy?—caught her by surprise, as Mara 


and Jaina erupted into laughter over some joke Leia had not 
overheard. But she pushed the absurd notion far from her mind as 
she considered her sister-in-law, Luke’s wife and Jaina’s tutor—at 
Jaina’s own request—in the ways of the Jedi. Mara was not a 
substitute mother for Jaina, but rather a big sister, and when Leia 
considered the fires that constantly burned in Mara’s green eyes, 
she understood that the woman could give to Jaina things that 
Leia could not, and that those lessons and that friendship would 
prove valuable indeed to her daughter. And so she forced aside 
her jealousy and was merely glad that Jaina had found such a 
friend. 

She started onto the bridge, but paused again, sensing 
movement behind her. She knew before looking that it was 
Bolpuhr, her Noghri bodyguard, and barely gave him a glance as 
he glided to the side, moving so easily and gracefully that he 
reminded her of a lace curtain drifting lazily in a gentle breeze. 
She had accepted young Bolpuhr as her shadow for just that 
reason, for he was as unobtrusive as any bodyguard could be. 
Leia marveled at the young Noghri, at how his grace and silence 
covered a perfectly deadly fighting ability. 

She held up her hand, indicating that Bolpuhr should remain 
out here, and though his usually emotionless face did flash Leia a 
quick expression of disappointment, she knew he would obey. 
Bolpuhr, and all the Noghri, would do anything Leia asked of 
them. He would jump off a cliff or dive into the hot end of an ion 
engine for her, and the only time she ever saw any sign of 
discontentment with her orders was when Bolpuhr thought she 
might be placing him in a difficult position to properly defend 
her. 

As he was thinking now, Leia understood, though why in the 
world Bolpuhr would fear for her safety on her sister-in-law’s 
private shuttle was beyond her. Sometimes dedication could be 
taken a bit too far. 

With a nod to Bolpuhr, she turned back to the bridge and 
crossed through the open doorway. “How much longer?” she 
asked, and was amused to see both Jaina and Mara jump in 
surprise at her sudden appearance. 

In answer, Jaina increased the magnification on the forward 
screen, and instead of the unremarkable dots of light, there 
appeared an image of two planets, one mostly blue and white, the 


other reddish in hue, seemingly so close together that Leia 
wondered how it was that the blue-and-white one, the larger of 
the pair, had not grasped the other in its gravity and turned it 
into a moon. Parked halfway between them, perhaps a half a 
million kilometers from either, deck lights glittering in the 
shadows of the blue-and-white planet, loomed a Mon Calamari 
battle cruiser, the Mediator, one of the newest ships in the New 
Republic fleet. 

“They’re at their closest,” Mara observed, referring to the 
planets. 

“I beg your indulgence,” came a melodic voice from the 
doorway, and the protocol droid C-3PO walked into the room. 
“But I do not believe that is correct.” 

“Close enough,” Mara said. She turned to Jaina. “Both 
Rhommamool and Osarian are ground based, technologically—” 

“Rhommamool almost exclusively so!” C-3PO quickly added, 
drawing a scowl from all three of the women. Oblivious, he 
rambled on. “Even Osarian’s fleet must be considered marginal, at 
best. Unless, of course, one is using the Pantang Scale of Aero- 
techno Advancement, which counts even a simple landspeeder as 
highly as it would a Star Destroyer. Perfectly ridiculous scale.” 

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, her tone indicating that she 
had heard more than enough. 

“They’ve both got missiles that can hit each other from this 
close distance, though,” Mara continued. 

“Oh, yes!” the droid exclaimed. “And given the proximity of 
their relative elliptical orbits—” 

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said. 

“—they will remain within striking distance for some time,” 
C-3PO continued without missing a beat. “Months, at least. In 
fact, they will be even closer in two standard weeks, the closest 
they will be to each other for a decade to come.” 

“Thank you, Threepio!” Mara and Leia said together. 

“And the closest they have been for a decade previous,” the 
droid had to slip in, as the women turned back to their 
conversation. 

Mara shook her head, trying to remember her original point to 
Jaina. “That’s why your mother chose to come out now.” 

“You're expecting a fight?” Jaina asked, and neither Leia nor 
Mara missed the sparkle in her eye. 


“The Mediator will keep them behaving,” Leia said hopefully. 
Indeed, the battle cruiser was an impressive warship, an updated 
and more heavily armed and armored version of the Mon 
Calamari star cruiser. 

Mara looked back to the screen and shook her head, 
unconvinced. “It'll take more than a show of force to stop this 
catastrophe,” she replied. 

“Indeed, it has been escalating, by all reports,” C-3PO piped up. 
“It started as a simple mining dispute over mineral rights, but 
now the rhetoric is more appropriate for some kind of a holy 
crusade.” 

“It’s the leader on Rhommamool,” Mara remarked. “Nom Anor. 
He’s reached down and grabbed his followers by their most basic 
instincts, weaving the dispute against Osarian into a more general 
matter of tyranny and oppression. Don’t underestimate him.” 

“I can’t begin to give you a full list of tyrants like Nom Anor 
that I’ve dealt with,” Leia said with a resigned shrug. 

“I have that very list available,” C-3PO blurted. “Tonkoss 
Rathba of—” 

“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, too politely. 

“Why, of course, Princess Leia,” the droid replied. “I do so like 
to be of service. Now where was I? Oh, yes. Tonkoss Rathba of—” 

“Not now, Threepio,” Leia insisted, then to Mara, she added, 
“Tve seen his type often.” 

“Not like him,” Mara replied, somewhat softly, and the sudden 
weakness in her voice reminded Leia and Jaina that Mara, despite 
her nearly constant bravado and overabundance of energy, was 
seriously ill, with a strange and thankfully rare disease that had 
killed dozens of others and against which the best doctors in the 
New Republic had proven completely helpless. Of those who had 
contracted the molecular disorder, only Mara and one other 
remained alive, and that other person, being studied intently on 
Coruscant, was fast dying. 

“Daluba,” C-3PO went on. “And of course, there was Icknya—” 

Leia started to turn to the droid, hoping to politely but firmly 
shut him up, but Jaina’s cry stopped her abruptly and swung her 
back to face the screen. 

“Incoming ships!” Jaina announced, her voice full of surprise. 
The telltale blips had appeared on her sensor viewer as if from 
nowhere. 


“Four of them,” Mara confirmed. Even as she spoke, the 
warning buzzers began to go off. “From Osarian.” She turned her 
curious expression up to Leia. “They know who we are?” 

Leia nodded. “And they know why I’ve come.” 

“Then they should know to leave us alone,” Jaina reasoned. 

Leia nodded again, but understood better. She had come to the 
system not to meet with the Osarians—not at first, at least—but 
with their principal rival, Nom Anor, the cult figure stirring up 
trouble on Rhommamool. “Tell them to back off,” she instructed 
Mara. 

“Politely?” Mara asked, smiling, and with that dangerous 
twinkle in her eyes. 

“New Republic shuttle,” a halting voice crackled over the 
comm. “This is Captain Grappa of Osarian First-Force.” 

With a flick of a switch, Mara put an image of the captain on 
the viewscreen, and Leia sighed as the green skin, spiny head 
ridge, and tapirlike snout came into view. 

“Wonderful,” she remarked sarcastically. 

“The Osarians have hired Rodians?” Jaina asked. 

“Nothing like a few mercenaries to quiet things down,” Leia 
replied dryly. 

“Oh, dear me,” C-3PO remarked, and he shuffled aside 
nervously. 

“You come with us,” Grappa insisted, his multifaceted eyes 
sparkling eagerly. “To Osa-Prime.” 

“Seems the Osarians want to talk with you first,” Mara said. 

“They're afraid that my meeting with Nom Anor will only 
heighten his stature, both among the Rhommamoolians and 
throughout the sector,” Leia reasoned, a notion not without 
credence, and one that she had debated endlessly before making 
the decision to come here. 

“Whatever the reason, they’re closing fast,” Mara replied. Both 
she and Jaina looked to Leia for instructions, for while the Jade 
Sabre was Mara’s ship, this was Leia’s mission. 

“Princess Leia?” an obviously alarmed C-3PO asked. 

Leia sat down in the chair behind Mara, intently studying the 
screen, which Jaina had switched back to a normal space view. 
The four approaching fighters were clearly visible. 

“Lose them,” she said determinedly, a request that neither of 
the pilots needed to hear twice. Indeed, Mara had been eager to 


put the shuttle, with its powerful twin engines and state-of-the-art 
maneuvering systems, through a real test. 

Green eyes sparkling, smile wide, Mara reached for the 
controls, but then retracted her hands and put them on her lap. 
“You heard her, Jaina,” she said. 

Jaina’s mouth dropped open; so did Leia’s. 

“You mean it?” Jaina asked. 

Mara’s only reply was an almost bored expression, along with a 
slight yawn, as if this whole thing was no big deal, and certainly 
nothing that Jaina couldn’t easily handle. 

“Yes!” Jaina whispered, clenching her fists, wearing a smile 
nearly wide enough to take in her ears. She rubbed her hands 
together, then reached out to the right, rolling her fingers over 
the floating-ball control of the inertial compensator. “Strap in,” 
she ordered, and she dialed it down to 95 percent, as fighter 
pilots often did so that they could gain a tactile feel to the 
movements of their ships. Reading the g’s, Jaina had heard it 
called, and she always preferred flying that way, where fast turns 
and mighty acceleration could push her back in her seat. 

“Not too much,” Leia said with concern. 

But her daughter was in her element now, Leia knew, and she’d 
push the shuttle to its limits. Leia felt the lean as Jaina veered 
right, angling away from the approaching ships. 

“If you run, we shoot you down!” came the uneven voice of 
Grappa. 

“Z-95 Headhunters,” Mara said derisively of the closing craft, 
an antiquated starfighter, and she flipped off the comm switch 
and looked back at Leia. “Can’t shoot what you can’t catch,” she 
explained. “Kick them in,” she added to Jaina, motioning to the 
primary thrusters, thinking that a burst of the powerful engines 
would shoot the Jade Sabre right past the befuddled Rodians and 
their outdated starfighters. 

Even as she spoke, though, two more blips appeared on the 
sensors, streaking out from the shadows around Rhommamool, 
angling right in line with the Jade Sabre. 

“Mara,” Leia said with concern. At that, Mara did reach for the 
controls. But only for a moment, and then she looked Jaina right 
in the eye and nodded for the young woman to proceed. 

Leia lurched forward in her seat, held back only by the belt, as 
Jaina reversed throttle and kicked the etheric rudder right. There 


came a metallic thump behind them—C-3PO hitting the wall, 
Leia guessed. 

Even as the Jade Sabre came to a sudden halt, nose turned 
starboard, Jaina pumped it out to full throttle and kicked the 
rudder back to the left, then hard right, fishtailing the ship about 
in a brutal one-eighty, then working the rudder hard and 
somewhat choppy in straightening out her direct retreat. As they 
turned, a laser cannon blast cut across their bow. 

“All right, the first four are on our tail,” Mara instructed 
calmly. The Jade Sabre jolted, hit aft, a blow the shields easily 
held back. 

“Try a—” Mara started to say, but she lost the words, and 
nearly her lunch, as Jaina pulled a snap roll right, and then 
another right behind it. 

“Oh, we'll be killed!” came C-3PO’s cry from the doorway, and 
Leia managed to turn her head to see the droid leaning in against 
the metal jamb, and then to see him fly away, with a pitiful cry, 
as Jaina kicked the etheric rudder again, putting the ship into 
another sudden fishtail. 

A pair of Headhunters streaked past the viewscreen, but just for 
a split second, for Jaina vectored away at a different angle, and at 
single-engine full throttle, pressing Leia back in her seat. Leia 
wanted to say something to Jaina then, some words of 
encouragement or advice, but found her words stuck in her 
throat. And not for any g forces. 

It was the sight of Jaina, the fire in her brown eyes, the 
determined set of her jaw, the sheer concentration. At that 
moment, Leia knew. 

Her daughter was a woman now, and with all the grit of her 
father and mother combined. 

Mara glanced over her right shoulder, between Jaina and Leia, 
and both followed her lead long enough to see that two of the 
initial four had altered course accordingly and were fast closing, 
laser cannons blasting away. 

“Hold on,” a confident Jaina warned, and she pulled back the 
stick, lifting the Jade Sabre’s nose, then shoved it forward, 
dropping the shuttle into a sudden, inverted loop. 

“We’re doomed!” C-3PO cried from the hallway—the hallway 
ceiling, Leia knew. 

Halfway around, Jaina broke the loop with a snap roll, then 


kicked her into a fishtail and a barrel roll, bringing her about to 
nearly their original course, but with the initial four behind them. 
Now she did kick in both ion drives, as if to use sheer speed to 
split the gap between the two incoming fighters. 

Both angled out suddenly, then turned back in, widening that 
escape route but giving them a longer shooting angle at the 
shuttle, and an easier turn to pursue. 

“They’re good,” Mara warned, but, like Leia, she found her 
words lost in her throat, as Jaina, teeth gritted to fight back the 
g’s, reversed throttle. 

“Princess—” The plaintive cry from the corridor ended abruptly 
in a loud crash. 

“Coming in hot!” Mara cried, noting the fighter fast 
approaching to port. 

Jaina didn’t, couldn’t even hear her; she had turned inward 
now, was feeling the Force coursing through her, was registering 
every movement of her enemies and reacting instinctively, 
playing the game three moves ahead. Before Mara had even 
begun to speak, Jaina had hit the forward attitude adjustment 
jets, lifting the nose, then she pumped the throttle and kicked the 
rudder, lifting the Jade Sabre and bringing her nose about to 
starboard, to directly face the other incoming Headhunter. 

And that eager Rodian did come in at them, and hard, and the 
Jade Sabre’s defensive array screeched and lit up, warning of a 
lock-on. 

“Jaina!” Leia cried. 

“He’s got us!” Mara added. 

But then the closer ship, coming from port, passed right under 
the Jade Sabre, and Jaina fired the repulsorlifts, bouncing the 
Jade Sabre up and sending the poor Headhunter into a wild, 
spinning roll. 

The closing ship from starboard let fly its concussion missile, 
but it, and the Headhunter, zipped right underneath the elevated 
Jade Sabre. 

Before the three women could even begin to catch their breath, 
another ship streaked in, an X-wing, the new XJ version of the 
starfighter, its own laser cannons blasting away from its wingtips. 
Not at the Jade Sabre, though, but at the Headhunter that had just 
gone past. 

“Who is that?” Leia asked, and Jaina, equally curious, brought 


the Jade Sabre about hard. 

The Headhunter snap-rolled left and dived, but the far superior 
X-wing stayed on her, lasers scoring hit after hit, depleting her 
shields and then blasting her apart into a million pieces. 

“A Jedi,” Mara and Jaina said together, and Leia, when she 
paused to collect the Force sensations about her, concurred. 

“Fast to the Mediator,” Leia instructed her daughter, and Jaina 
swung the Jade Sabre about yet again. 

“T didn’t know there were any Jedi in the sector,” Leia said to 
Mara, who could only shrug, equally at a loss. 

“Another one’s out,” Jaina informed them, watching the blips 
on her sensor screen. “And two others are vectoring away.” 

“They want no part of a Jedi showing a willingness to shoot 
back,” Mara remarked. 

“Maybe Rodians are smarter than I thought,” Leia said dryly. 
“Smooth it out,” she instructed her daughter, unbuckling and 
climbing unsteadily to her feet. 

Jaina reluctantly dialed the inertial compensator back to full. 

“Only one pursuing,” Jaina informed them as Leia made her 
way to the door. 

“The X-wing,” Mara added, and Leia nodded. 

In the hallway outside the bridge, Leia found C-3PO inverted 
and against the wall, his feet sticking up in the air, his head 
crunched forward so that his chin was tight against his chest. 

“You have to learn to hold on,” Leia said to him, helping him 
upright. She glanced across the way to Bolpuhr as she spoke, to 
find the Noghri still standing calmly in the exact spot she had 
assigned him. 

Somehow, she wasn’t amazed. 

Jaina took the Jade Sabre at a swift but steady pace toward the 
distant Mediator. She checked often for pursuit, but it quickly 
became obvious that the Rodians in their outdated Headhunters 
wanted no part of this fight. 

Leia rejoined them a short while later, to find Jaina in 
complete control and Mara resting back in her seat, eyes closed. 
Even when Jaina asked her aunt a question about docking 
procedures, the woman didn’t respond, didn’t even open her eyes. 

“They'll guide you in,” Leia interjected, and sure enough, a 
voice from the Mediator crackled over the opened comm, giving 
explicit directions for entry vector. 


Jaina took her in, and Jaina took her down, easily—and after 
the display of flying she had just given them out with the 
Headhunters, Leia wasn’t the least bit surprised by her ability to 
so smoothly tight-dock a ship as large as the Jade Sabre. 

That final shudder as Jaina eased off the repulsorlifts and 
settled the shuttle onto the docking bay floor stirred Mara from 
her rest. She opened her eyes and, seeing where they were, rose 
quickly. 

And then she swayed and seemed as if she would fall. 

Leia and Jaina were there in an instant, catching and steadying 
her. 

She regained her balance and took a deep breath. “Maybe next 
time you can dial down the inertial compensator to ninety-seven 
instead of ninety-five,” she said jokingly, straining a smile. 

Jaina laughed, but Leia’s face showed her deep concern. “Are 
you all right?” she asked. 

Mara eyed her directly. 

“Perhaps we should find a place where you can rest,” Leia said. 

“Where we all can rest,” Mara corrected, and her tone told Leia 
to back off, a reminder that Leia was intruding on a private place 
for Mara, a place she had explicitly instructed all of her friends, 
even her husband, not to go. This disease was Mara’s fight alone, 
to Mara’s thinking, a battle that had forced her to reconsider 
everything she thought about her life, past, present, and future, 
and everything she thought about death. 

Leia held her stare for a moment longer, but replaced her own 
concerned expression with one of acceptance. Mara did not want 
to be coddled or cuddled. She was determined to live on in an 
existence that did not name her disease as the most pressing and 
important facet of her entire life, to live on as she had before, 
with the illness being relegated to the position of nuisance, and 
nothing more. 

Of course, Leia understood it to be much more than that, an 
internal churning that required Mara to spend hours and 
tremendous Force energy merely holding it in check. But that was 
Mara’s business. 

“T hope to meet with Nom Anor tomorrow,” Leia explained, as 
the three, with C-3PO and Bolpuhr in tow, headed for the lower 
hatch, then moved down to the landing bay. A contingent of New 
Republic Honor Guard stood waiting there, along with 


Commander Ackdool, a Mon Calamarian with large, probing eyes, 
a fishlike face, and salmon-colored skin. “By all reports, we 
should all be rested before dealing with him.” 

“Believe those reports,” Mara said. 

“And first, it seems I get to meet with our savior Jedi,” Leia 
added dryly, looking back behind the Jade Sabre to see the X- 
wing gliding in to rest. 

“Wurth Skidder,” Jaina remarked, recognizing the markings 
under the canopy on the starfighter. 

“Why am I not surprised?” Leia asked, and she blew a sigh. 

Ackdool came over to them, then, and extended his formal 
greetings to the distinguished guests, but Leia’s reaction set him 
back on his heels—indeed, it raised more than a few eyebrows 
among the members of the Mediator’s Honor Guard. 

“Why did you send him out?” Leia snapped, motioning toward 
the docking X-wing. 

Commander Ackdool started to answer, but Leia continued. “If 
we had needed assistance, we would have called for it.” 

“Of course, Princess Leia,” Commander Ackdool said with a 
polite bow. 

“They why send him out?” 

“Why do you assume that Wurth Skidder flew out at my 
command?” the cool Commander Ackdool dared to respond. 
“Why would you assume that Wurth Skidder heeds any order I 
might give?” 

“Couple o’ ridge-head parachutes floating over Osarian, if those 
Rodians had any luck,” came the singsong voice of Wurth 
Skidder. The cocky young man was fast approaching, pulling off 
his helmet and giving his shock of blond hair a tousle as he 
walked. 

Leia stepped out to intercept him and took another quick step 
for no better reason than to make the Jedi stop short. “Wurth 
Skidder,” she said. 

“Princess,” the man replied with a bow. 

“Did you have a little fun out there?” 

“More than a little,” the Jedi said with a wide grin and a sniffle 
—and he always seemed to be sniffling, and his hair always 
looked as if he had just walked in from a Tatooine sandstorm. 
“Fun for me, I mean, and not for the Rodians.” 

“And the cost of your fun?” Leia asked. 


That took the smile from Wurth Skidder’s face, and he looked 
at Leia curiously, obviously not understanding. 

“The cost,” Leia explained. “What did your little excursion 
cost?” 

“A couple of proton torpedos,” Wurth replied with a shrug. “A 
little fuel.” 

“And a year of diplomatic missions to calm down the 
Osarians,” Leia retorted. 

“But they shot first,” Wurth protested. 

“Do you even understand that your stupidity likely escalated an 
already impossible situation?” Leia’s voice was as firm and cold 
as anyone present had ever heard it. So cold, in fact, that the 
always overprotective Bolpuhr, fearing trouble, glided closer to 
her, hanging back just behind her left shoulder, within fast 
striking distance of the Jedi. 

“They were attacking you,” Wurth Skidder retorted. “Six of 
them!” 

“They were trying to bring us down to Osarian,” Leia harshly 
explained. “A not-so-unexpected response, given my announced 
intentions here. And so we planned to avoid them. Avoid! Do you 
understand that word?” 

Wurth Skidder said nothing. 

“Avoid them and thus cause no further problems or hard 
feelings,” Leia went on. “And so we would have, and we would 
have asked for no explanations from Shunta Osarian Dharrg, all 
of us pretending that nothing had ever happened.” 

“But—” 

“And our graciousness in not mentioning this unfortunate 
incident would have bought me the bargaining capital I need to 
bring some kind of conciliation from Osarian toward 
Rhommamool,” Leia continued, anger creeping in thicker with 
each word. “But now we can’t do that, can we? Now, so that 
Wurth Skidder could paint another skull on the side of his X- 
wing, lll have to deal with an incident.” 

“They shot first,” Wurth Skidder reiterated when it became 
apparent that Leia was done. 

“And better that they had shot last,” Leia replied. “And if 
Shunta Osarian Dharrg demands reparations, we’ll agree, with all 
apologies, and any monies to be paid will come from Wurth 
Skidder’s private funds.” 


The Jedi squared his shoulders at the suggestion, but then Leia 
hit him with a sudden and devastating shot. “My brother will see 
to it.” 

Wurth Skidder bowed again, glared at Leia and all around, then 
turned on his heel and walked briskly away. 

“My apologies, Princess Leia,” Ackdool said. “But I have no real 
authority over Jedi Skidder. I had thought it a blessing when he 
arrived two weeks ago. His Jedi skills should certainly come in 
handy against any terrorist attempts—and we have heard rumors 
of many—against the Mediator.” 

“And you are indeed within striking distance of surface 
missiles,” C-3PO added, but he stopped short, this time catching 
on to the many disapproving looks that came his way. 

“T did not know that Jedi Skidder would prove so ...” Ackdool 
paused, searching for the right word. “Intractable.” 

“Stubborn, you mean,” Leia said. As they all started away, Leia 
did manage a bit of a smile when she heard Mara behind her tell 
Jaina, “Maybe Nom Anor has met his match.” 


C-9PO, a protocol droid, its copper coloring tinged red from the 
constantly blowing dusts of Rhommamool, skittered down an 
alley to the side of the main avenue of Redhaven and peeked out 
cautiously at the tumult beyond. The fanatical followers of Nom 
Anor, the Red Knights of Life, had gone on the rampage again, 
riding throughout the city in an apparent purge of landspeeders 
on their tutakans, eight-legged lizards with enormous tusks that 
climbed right up past their black eyes and curled in like white 
eyebrows. 

“Ride the beasts given by Life!” one Red Knight screamed at a 
poor civilian as the wrinkled Dressellian merchant was dragged 
from the cockpit and punched and pushed to the ground. 

“Perversion!” several other Red Knights cried in unison. “Life- 
pretender!” And they set upon the landspeeder with their tubal- 
iron pummelstaves, smashing the windshield, bashing in the side 
moldings, crushing the steering wheel and other controls, even 
knocking one of the rear drive’s cylindrical engines from its 
mounts. 

Satisfied that the craft was wrecked beyond repair, they pulled 
the Dressellian to his feet and shoved him to and fro, warning 


him to ride creatures, not machines—or, better still, to use the 
legs that nature had provided and walk. Then they beat him back 
down to the ground and moved on, some climbing back atop the 
tutakans, others running beside. 

The landspeeder continued to hover, though it had only a 
couple of repulsors still firing. It looked more like a twisted lump 
of beaten metal than a vehicle, tilting to one side because of the 
unequal weight distribution and the weakened lift capacity. 

“Oh, dear me,” the protocol droid said, ducking low as the 
contingent stormed past. 

Tap, tap, tap came the ringing of metal on metal against the top 
of the droid’s head. C-9PO slowly turned about and saw the 
fringe of the telltale black capes, and the red-dyed hides. 

With a screech, the droid stood up and tried to run away, but a 
pummelstave smashed in the side of his leg and he went 
facedown in the red dust. He lifted his head, but rising up on his 
arms only gave the two Red Knights a better handhold as they 
walked past, each scooping the droid under one shoulder and 
dragging him along. 

“Got a Ninepio,” one of the pair called out to his lizardriding 
buddies, and a cheer went up. 

The doomed droid knew the destination: the Square of Hopeful 
Redemption. 

C-9PO was glad that he wasn’t programmed to experience pain. 


kk * 


“It was a stupid thing to do,” Leia said firmly. 

“Wurth thought he was helping us,” Jaina reminded, but Leia 
wasn’t buying that argument. 

“Wurth was trying to find his own thrills,” she corrected. 

“And that hotshot attitude of his will reinforce the ring of truth 
to Nom Anor’s diatribes against the Jedi,” Mara said. “He’s not 
without followers on Osarian.” As she finished, she looked down 
at the table, at the pile of leaflets Commander Ackdool had given 
them, colorful propaganda railing against the New Republic, 
against the Jedi, and against anything mechanical and 
technological, and somehow tying all of these supposed ills to the 
cultural disease that engulfed the society of the planet Osarian. 

“Why does Nom Anor hate the Jedi?” Jaina asked. “What do 


we have to do with the struggle between Osarian and 
Rhommamool? I never even heard of these planets until you 
mentioned that we’d be coming here.” 

“The Jedi have nothing to do with this struggle,” Leia replied. 
“Or at least, they didn’t until Wurth Skidder’s antics.” 

“Nom Anor hates the New Republic,” Mara added. “And he 
hates the Jedi as symbols of the New Republic.” 

“Is there anything Nom Anor doesn’t hate?” Leia asked dryly. 

“Don’t take him lightly,” Mara warned yet again. “His religious 
cry to abandon technology and machines, to look for truth in the 
natural elements and life of the universe, and to resist the joining 
of planets in false confederations resonates deeply in many 
people, particularly those who have been the victims of such 
planetary alliances, like the miners of Rhommamool.” 

Leia didn’t disagree. She had spent many hours before and 
during the journey here reading the history of the two planets, 
and she knew that the situation on Rhommamool was much more 
complicated than that. While many of the miners had traveled to 
the inhospitable red planet voluntarily, there were quite a 
number who were the descendants of the original “colonists’— 
involuntary immigrants sent there to work the mines because of 
high crimes they had committed. 

Whatever the truth of the situation, though, Leia couldn’t deny 
that Rhommamool was the perfect breeding ground for zealots 
like Nom Anor. Life there was tough—even basics like water 
could be hard to come by—while the prosperous Osarians lived in 
comfort on white sandy beaches and crystal-clear lakes. 

“T still don’t understand how any of that concerns the Jedi,” 
Jaina remarked. 

“Nom Anor was stirring up anger against the Jedi long before 
he ever came to Rhommamool,” Mara explained. “Here, he’s just 
found a convenient receptacle for his wrath.” 

“And with the Jedi Knights scattered throughout the galaxy, 
and so many of them following their own agendas, Nom Anor 
might just find plenty of ammunition to add to his arguments,” 
Leia added grimly. “Pm glad that my brother is thinking of 
reestablishing the Jedi Council.” 

Mara nodded, but Jaina seemed less convinced. “Jacen doesn’t 
think that’s such a good idea,” she reminded her mother. 

Leia shrugged. Her oldest son, Jaina’s twin, had indeed 


expressed serious doubts about the course of the Jedi Knights. 

“If we can’t bring some sense of order to the galaxy, 
particularly to isolated planets like Osarian and Rhommamool, 
then we’re no better than the Empire,” Mara remarked. 

“We're better than the Empire,” Leia insisted. 

“Not in Nom Anor’s eyes,” Jaina said. 

And Mara reiterated her warning to Leia not to take the man 
lightly. “He’s the strangest man I ever met,” she explained, and 
given her past exploits with notorious sorts like Jabba the Hutt 
and Talon Karrde, that was quite a statement. “Even when I tried 
to use the Force to gain a better perspective on him, I drew ...” 
Mara paused, as if looking for some way to properly express the 
feeling. “A blank,” she decided. “As if the Force had nothing to do 
with him.” 

Leia and Jaina looked at her curiously. 

“No,” Mara corrected. “More like he had nothing to do with the 
Force.” 

The perfect disconnected ideologue, Leia thought, and she 
expressed her feelings with a single sarcastic word: “Wonderful.” 


He stood on the platform surrounded by his fanatical Red 
Knights. Before him, ten thousand Rhommamoolians crowded 
into every open space of the great public square of Redhaven, 
once the primary trading spaceport of the planet. But those 
facilities had been leveled in the early days of the uprising, with 
the Rhommamoolians declaring their independence from Osarian. 
And more recently, since the coming of Nom Anor as spearhead 
of the revolution, the place had been renamed the Square of 
Hopeful Redemption. 

Here, the citizens came to declare freedom from Osarian. 

Here, the followers came to renounce the New Republic. 

Here, the believers came to renounce the Jedi. 

And here, the fanatics came to discredit progress and 
technology, to cry out for a simpler time, when the strength of a 
being’s legs, and not the weight of his purse, determined how far 
he could travel, and the strength of his hands, and not the weight 
of his purse, allowed him to harvest the gifts of nature. 

Nom Anor loved it all, the adulation and the fanatical, 
bordering on suicidal, devotion. He cared nothing for 


Rhommamool or its inhabitants, cared nothing for the foolish 
cries for some ridiculous “simpler time.” 

But how he loved the chaos his words and followers inflicted 
upon the order of the galaxy. How he loved the brooding 
undercurrent of resentment toward the New Republic, and the 
simmering anger aimed at the Jedi Knights, these supercreatures 
of the galaxy. 

Wouldn’t his superiors be pleased? 

Nom Anor flipped his shiny black cape back from his shoulder 
and held his fist upraised into the air, drawing shrieks of 
appreciation. In the center of the square, where once had stood 
the Portmaster’s Pavilion, now was a huge pit, thirty meters in 
diameter and ten deep. Whistles and whines emanated from that 
pit, along with cries for mercy and pitifully polite words of 
protest—the voices of droids collected by the folk of 
Rhommamool and dropped into the hole. 

Great cheers erupted from all corners of the square as a pair of 
the Red Knights entered from one avenue, dragging a 9PO 
protocol droid between them. They went to the edge of the pit, 
took up the poor 9PO by the arms and the legs, and on a three- 
count, launched him onto the pile of metal consisting of the 
astromech and mine-sniffer droids, the Redhaven street-cleaner 
droids, and the personal butler droids of the wealthier 
Rhommamoolian citizens. 

When the hooting and cheering died down, Nom Anor opened 
his hands, revealing a single small stone. Then he clenched his 
fist again, squeezing with tremendous power, crushing the stone 
in his grasp so that dust and flecks of rock splinters slipped out 
the sides. 

The signal to begin. 

As one the crowd surged forward, lifting great chunks of stone, 
the debris from the wreckage of the pavilion. They came to the 
edge of the pit one after another and hurled their heavy missiles 
at the pile of droids. 

The stoning went on for the rest of the afternoon, until the red 
glare of the sun thinned to a brilliant crimson line along the 
horizon, until the dozens and dozens of droids were no more than 
scrap metal and sparking wires. 

And Nom Anor, silent and dignified, watched it all somberly, 
accepting this great tribute his followers had paid to him, this 


public execution of the hated droids. 


LEGACY ERA 
(40+ YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: 
A NEW HOPE) 


The Yuuzhan Vong have been defeated, but the galaxy has been 
slow to recover from their depredations, with powerful worlds 
chafing at the economic burdens and military restrictions put 
upon them by the nascent Galactic Alliance, once-powerful 
species seeking to rise again, newly prosperous worlds testing 
their influence, and long-buried secrets coming to light. The 
result of all this instability is civil war. Faced with a Galactic 
Alliance that has fallen away from its values, Luke and the Jedi 
Order must decide where their loyalties lie—and so, too, must the 
heroes of the Rebellion. 

While hostilities spread across the Core Worlds, lurking in the 
shadows is a Sith adept who wastes no time in taking advantage 
of the galactic chaos to wage a very personal war against the 
Skywalkers and the Solos. Luke will face terrible loss, Han and 
Leia will be tested as never before, and their daughter, Jaina, will 
learn just what it means to fulfill her destiny as “the Sword of the 
Jedi.” And even as the Galactic Alliance pulls the galaxy back 
from the brink of total disaster, the Skywalker-Solo clan will 
never be the same again. 

The mop-up is difficult. Luke Skywalker is exiled from 


Coruscant, and while he and his son, Jedi Knight Ben Skywalker, 


set out on a quest to discover what caused such darkness to befall 
the galaxy and their family, Han and Leia are left to raise their 
granddaughter, Allana, and help shepherd the government back 
into some semblance of order. But little do any of them know that 
a long-lost tribe of Sith is making its way toward the Core, 
determined to fulfill their destiny of dominance over the 
galaxy ... and that both Sith and Jedi are about to run headlong 
into a terrifying creature of untold Force abilities and an 


insatiable appetite for power ... 


If youw’re a reader new to the Legacy era, here are four great 


starting points: 


e Legacy of the Force: Betrayal, by Aaron Allston: The first in the 
nine-book Legacy of the Force series, setting the stage for 


galactic civil war and a fall to darkness. 


e Millennium Falcon, by James Luceno: Han Solo’s famous 
freighter becomes a character in her own right as Han, Leia, 
their granddaughter Allana, and the droid C-3PO set out on 
an adventure that brings to light the ship’s colorful, 


mysterious past. 


e Crosscurrent, by Paul S. Kemp: A remnant of the Old Republic 
comes into Luke Skywalker’s time in a tale of insane clones 
and time-traveling Jedi and Sith. 

° Fate of the Jedi: Outcast, by Aaron Allston: The nine-book Fate 
of the Jedi series blasts off with the new adventures of Luke 


and Ben Skywalker—Jedi Master and apprentice, father and 


son—in search of answers to a terrifying question. 


Read on for excerpts from Star Wars novels set in the Legacy era. 
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chapter one 


CORUSCANT 


“He doesn’t exist.” With those words, spoken without any 
conscious thought or effort on his part, Luke Skywalker sat 
upright in bed and looked around at the dimly illuminated 
chamber. 

There wasn’t much to see. Members of the Jedi order, even 
Masters such as Luke, didn’t accumulate much personal property. 
Within view were chairs situated in front of unlit computer 
screens; a wall rack holding plasteel staves and other practice 
weapons; a table littered with personal effects such as datapads, 
notes scrawled on scraps of flimsi, datachips holding reports from 
various Jedi Masters, and a crude and not at all accurate 
sandglass statuette in Luke’s image sent to him by a child from 
Tatooine. Inset into the stone-veneer walls were drawers holding 
his and Mara’s limited selection of clothes. Their lightsabers were 
behind Luke, resting on a shelf on the headboard of their bed. 

His wife, Mara Jade Skywalker, had more personal items and 
equipment, of course. Disguises, weapons, communications gear, 
falsified documents. A former spy, she had never given up the 
trappings of that trade, but those items weren’t here. Luke wasn’t 
sure where she kept them. She didn’t bother him with such 
details. 

Beside him, she stirred, and he glanced down at her. Her red 
hair, kept a medium length this season, was an unruly mess, but 
there was no sleepiness in her eyes when they opened. In brighter 
light, he knew, those eyes were an amazing green. “Who doesn’t 
exist?” she asked. 

“T don’t know. An enemy.” 

“You dreamed about him?” 

He nodded. “I’ve had the dream a couple of times before. It’s 
not just a dream. It’s coming to me through currents in the Force. 
He’s all wrapped up in shadows—a dark hooded cloak, but more 
than that, shadows of light and...” Luke shook his head, 


struggling for the correct word. “And ignorance. And denial. And 
he brings great pain to the galaxy ... and to me.” 

“Well, if he brings pain to the galaxy, you’re obviously going to 
feel it.” 

“No, to me personally, in addition to his other evil.” Luke 
sighed and lay down again. “It’s too vague. And when I’m awake, 
when I try to peer into the future to find him, I can’t.” 

“Because he doesn’t exist.” 

“That’s what the dream tells me.” Luke hissed in aggravation. 

“Could it be Raynar?” 

Luke considered. Raynar Thul, former Jedi Knight, presumed 
dead during the Yuuzhan Vong war, had been discovered a few 
years earlier—horribly burned during the war, mentally 
transformed in the years since through his involvement with the 
insectoid Killik race. That transformation had been a malevolent 
one, and the Jedi order had had to deal with him. Now he 
languished in a well-protected cell deep within the Jedi Temple, 
undergoing treatment for his mental and physical afflictions. 

Treatment. Treatment meant change; perhaps, in changing, 
Raynar was becoming something new, and Luke’s presentment 
pointed toward the being Raynar would someday become. 

Luke shook his head and pushed the possibility away. “In this 
vision, I don’t sense Raynar’s alienness. Mentally, emotionally, 
whoever it is remains human, or near human. There’s even the 
possibility that it’s my father.” 

“Darth Vader.” 

“No. Before he was Darth Vader. Or just when he was 
becoming Vader.” Luke’s gaze lost focus as he tried to recapture 
the dream. “What little of his face I can see reminds me of the 
features of Anakin Skywalker as a Jedi. But his eyes ... as I watch, 
they turn a molten gold or orange, transforming from Force-use 
and anger ...” 

“T have an idea.” 

“Tell me.” 

“Let’s wait until he shows up, then crush him.” 

Luke smiled. “All right.” He closed his eyes and his breathing 
slowed, an effort to return to sleep. 

Within a minute the rhythm of his breathing became that of 
natural sleep. 

But Mara lay awake, her attention on the ceiling—beyond it, 


through dozens of floor levels of the Jedi enclave to the skies of 
Coruscant above—and searched for any hint, any flicker of what 
it was that was causing her husband worry. 

She found no sign of it. And she, too, slept. 


ADUMAR 


The gleaming pearl-gray turbolift doors slid open sideways, and 
warm air bearing an aroma that advertised death and destruction 
washed over Jacen Solo, his cousin Ben Skywalker, and their 
guide. 

Jacen took a deep breath and held it. The odors of this 
subterranean factory were not the smells of corrupted flesh or 
gangrenous wounds—smells Jacen was familiar with—but those 
of labor and industry. The great chamber before them had been a 
missile manufacturing center for decades, and no amount of 
rigorous cleaning would ever be quite able to eliminate the odors 
of sweat, machine lubricant, newly fabricated composite 
materials, solid fuel propellants, and high explosives that filled 
the air. 

Jacen expelled the breath and stepped out of the turbolift, then 
walked the handful of steps up to the rail overlooking the 
chamber. He walked rapidly so that his Jedi cloak would billow a 
little as he strode, so that his boot heels would ring on the metal 
flooring of this observation catwalk, and so his apprentice and 
guide would be left behind for a moment. This was a performance 
for his guide and all the other representatives of the Dammant 
Killers company. Jacen knew he was carrying off his role quite 
well; the company officials he’d been dealing with remained 
properly intimidated. But he didn’t know whether to attribute his 
success to his bearing and manner, his lean, brooding, and 
handsome looks, or his name—for on this world of Adumar, with 
its history of fascination with pilots, the name of Jacen’s father, 
Han Solo, went a very long way. 

His guide, a slender, balding man named Testan ke Harran, 
moved up to the rail to Jacen’s right. Contrasting with the dull 
grays and blues that were common on this factory’s walls and its 
workers’ uniforms, Testan was a riot of color—his tunic, with its 
nearly knee-length hem and its flowing sleeves, was the precise 


orange of X-wing fighter pilot uniforms, though decorated with 
purple crisscross lines breaking it down into a flickering expanse 
of small diamond shapes, and his trousers, belt, and scarf were a 
gleaming gold. 

Testan stroked his lustrous black beard, the gesture a failed 
attempt to conceal the man’s nervousness. Jacen felt, rather than 
saw, Ben move up on the other side of Testan. 

“You can see,” Testan said, “ar workars enjoy very fan 
conditions.” 

Ben cleared his throat. “He says their workers enjoy very fine 
conditions.” 

Jacen nodded absently. He understood Testan’s words, and it 
had taken him little time to learn and understand the Adumari 
accent, but this was another act, a ploy to keep the Adumari off- 
balance. He leaned forward to give the manufacturing floor 
below his full attention. 

The room was large enough to act as a hangar and 
maintenance bay for four full squadrons of X-wing snubfighters. 
Tall duracrete partitions divided the space into eight lanes, each 
of which enclosed an assembly line; materials entered through 
small portals in the wall to the left, rolled along on luminous 
white conveyor belts, and eventually exited through portals on 
the far right. Laborers in gray jumpsuits flanked the belts and 
worked on the materials as they passed. 

On the nearest belt, immediately below Jacen, the materials 
being worked on appeared to be compact visual sensor 
assemblies. The conveyor belt brought in eight such units and 
stopped. Moving quickly, the laborers plugged small cables into 
the units and turned to look into monitors, which showed black- 
and-white images of jumpsuited waists and worker hands. The 
workers turned the units this way and that, confirming that the 
sensors were properly calibrated. 

One monitor never lit up with a view from the sensor. The 
worker on that unit unplugged it and set it on a table running 
parallel to the conveyor belt. A moment later, the other workers 
on this section unplugged their sensor units and the conveyor belt 
jerked into motion again, carrying the remaining seven units to 
the next station. 

One lane over, the conveyor belt remained in constant motion, 
carrying sensor unit housings along. The workers on that belt, 


fewer in number than the sensor testers, reached out occasionally 
to turn a housing, to look inside, to examine the exterior for 
cracks or warping. Some workers, distributed at intervals along 
the line, rapped each housing with a small rubber-headed 
hammer. Jacen assumed they were listening for a musical tone he 
could not possibly hear at this distance over the roar of noise 
from the floor. 

Another lane away from him, the workers were clad not in 
jumpsuits but in full-coverage hazardous materials suits of a 
lighter and more reflective gray than the usual worker outfit. 
Their conveyor belt carried white plates bearing irregular balls 
the size of a human head but a nearly luminous green. The belt 
stopped as each set of eight such balls entered the lane, giving the 
workers time to plunge needlelike sensors into each ball. They, 
too, checked monitors for a few seconds before withdrawing the 
needles to allow the balls to continue on. Jacen knew that 
poisonous green—it was the color of the high explosive Adumari 
manufacturers used to fabricate the concussion missiles they 
exported. 

While Jacen made his initial survey, Ben kept their guide 
occupied. “Do you wax your beard?” he asked. 

“T do not.” 

“Tt just seems very shiny. Do you oil it?” 

Testan’s voice was a little more irritated in tone. “I do not oil it. 
I condition it. And I brush it.” 

“Do you brush it with butter?” 

Jacen finally looked to the right, past Testan and at his cousin. 
Ben was thirteen standard years of age, not tall but well muscled, 
with a fine-featured freckled face under a mass of flame-red hair. 
Ben turned, his face impassive, to look at Jacen, then said, “The 
Jedi Knight acknowledges that this factory seems to meet the 
minimum, the absolute minimum, required safety and comfort 
standards of a Galactic Alliance military contractor.” 

Jacen nodded. The nod meant Good improvisation. He was 
exerting no Force skill to communicate words to Ben; Ben’s role 
was to pretend to act as his mentor’s translator, when his actual 
function was to convince the locals that adult Jedi were even 
more aloof and mysterious than they had thought. 

“No, no, no.” Testan drew a sleeve over his brow, dabbing 
away a little perspiration. “We are wall above minimam 


standards. Those duracrete barriars? They will vent any explosive 
farce upward, saving the majority of workars in case of calamity. 
Workar shifts are only two-fifths the day in length, unlike the old 
days.” 

Ben repeated Testan’s words, and Jacen shrugged. 

Ben imitated his motion. The gesture caused his own Jedi robe 
to gape open, revealing the lightsaber hanging from his belt. 

Testan glanced at it, then looked back at Jacen, clearly 
worried. “Your apprentice—” Unsure, he looked to Ben again. 
“You are very young, are you not, to be wearing such a weapon?” 

Ben gave him a blank look. “It’s a practice lightsaber.” 

“Ah.” Testan nodded as though he understood. 

And there it was. Perhaps it was just the thought of a thirteen- 
year-old with a deadly cutting implement at hand, but Testan’s 
defenses slipped enough that the worry began to pour through. 

It was like the game in which children are told, “For the next 
hour, do not think about banthas.” Try as they might, they would, 
within minutes or even seconds, think about a bantha. 

Testan’s control finally gave way and he thought about the 
banthas—or, rather, a place he wasn’t supposed to go, even to 
think about. Jacen could feel Testan try to clamp down on the 
thought. Something in the increased potency of that worry told 
Jacen that they must be nearer to the source of his concern than 
during previous parts of their factory tour. 

When Testan turned back, Jacen looked directly at him and 
said, “There is something here. Something wrong.” They were the 
first words he’d spoken in Testan’s presence. 

Testan shook his head. “No. Evrything is fan.” 

Jacen looked past him, toward the wall to the far right of the 
chamber. It was gray and regular, a series of metal panels each 
the height of a man and twice as wide stacked like bricks. He 
began a slow, deliberate scrutiny, traversing right to left. His gaze 
swept the walls, the assembly lines, the elevated observation 
chamber directly opposite the turbolifts by which they had 
entered, and continued along the wall to the left. 

As his attention reached the middle of the left wall, along the 
observation balcony, he felt another pulse of worry from Testan. 
Ben cleared his throat, a signal; the boy, though nowhere near as 
sensitive in the Force as Jacen, had gotten the same feeling. 

Jacen set off along the balcony in that direction. This time the 


ringing of his boots and billowing of his cloak were a side effect 
of his speed rather than an act. 

“You wish to see the observation chambar?” Testan hurried to 
keep up. His anxiety was growing, and there was something 
within it, like a shiny stone at the bottom of a murky pond. 

Jacen reached into that pond to draw out the prize within. 

It was a memory of a door. It was broad and gray, closing from 
above as men and women—in dark blue jumpsuits, the outfits of 
supervisors in this facility—scurried out ahead of its closing. 
When it settled in place, it was identical to the wall panels Jacen 
saw ahead of him in the here and now. 

Jacen glanced over his shoulder at Testan. “Your thoughts 
betray you.” 

Testan paled. “No, there is nothing to betray.” 

Jacen rounded the observation balcony corner, took a few more 
steps, and skidded to a halt in front of one of the wall sections. 

It was here. He knew because he could feel something beyond. 

Conflict. He himself was there, fighting. So was Ben. It was a 
faint glimpse of the future, and he and his apprentice would be in 
peril beyond. 

He jerked his head toward the wall. 

Ben brought out his lightsaber and switched it on. With a snap- 
hiss sound, its blue blade of coherent energy extended to full 
length. 

Ben plunged the blade into the wall panel and began to drag it 
around in a large circle. 

Testan, his voice pained, said, “He told us it was a practice 
weapon.” 

Jacen gave him an innocent look. “It’s true from a certain point 
of view. He does practice with it.” In his nervousness, Testan 
didn’t seem to notice that Jacen was understanding him clearly 
now. 

Ben completed his circle and gave the meter-and-a-half-high 
section he’d outlined a little kick. It fell away into a well-lit 
chamber, clanging on the floor beyond; the edges still glowed 
with the heat the lightsaber had poured into them. 

Ben stepped through. Jacen ducked to follow. He heard Testan 
muttering—doubtless an alert into a comlink. Jacen didn’t bother 
to interfere. They’d just been within clear sight of hundreds of 
workers and the observation chamber. Dealing with Testan 


wouldn’t keep the alarm from being broadcast. 

The room beyond Ben’s improvised doorway was actually a 
corridor, four meters wide and eight high, every surface made up 
of the same dull gray metal rectangles found in the outer 
chamber, greenish white light pouring from the luminous ceiling. 
To the left, the corridor ended after a few meters, and that end 
was heavily packed with tall plasteel transport containers. They 
were marked DANGER, DO NOT DROP, and DAMMANT KILLER MODEL 16, 
QUANTITY 24. 

To the right, the corridor extended another forty meters and 
then opened up; the rail and drop-off at the end suggested that it 
opened onto another observation balcony above another 
fabrication chamber. 

Now making the turn from the balcony into the corridor and 
running toward them were half a dozen troops armed with blaster 
rifles. Their orange jumpsuits were reminiscent of X-wing pilot 
uniforms, but the green carapace armor over their lower legs, 
torsos, lower arms, and heads was more like stormtrooper 
speeder bike armor painted the wrong color. 

And then behind the first six troops came another six, and then 
another eight ... 

Jacen brought his lightsaber out and snapped it into life; the 
incandescent green of his blade was reflected as highlights 
against the walls and the armor of the oncoming troops. “Stay 
behind me,” he said. 

“Yes, sir.” Ben’s sigh was audible, and Jacen grinned. 

The foremost trooper, who bore gold bars on his helmet and 
wrists, shouted, his voice mechanically amplified: “Stop whar you 
are! This saction is restricted!” 

Jacen moved forward at a walk. He rotated his wrist, moving 
his lightsaber blade around in front of him in a pattern vaguely 
reminiscent of butterfly wings. He shouted back, “Could you 
speak up? I’m a little deaf.” 

Ben snickered. “Good one.” 

“You may not entar this saction!” 

They were now twenty meters from the ranks of troopers 
ahead. 

Jacen continued twirling his blade in a practice form. “Fewer 
people will be hurt if you just get out of my way.” It was a sort of 
ritual thing to say. Massed enemy forces almost never backed 


down, despite the reputation of the Jedi—a reputation that 
became more widespread, more supernatural, with each year the 
Jedi prospered under Luke Skywalker’s leadership. 

The phrase was ritual in another way, too. Once upon a time, 
Jacen would have felt tragedy surround him when his actions 
resulted in the deaths of common soldiers, common guards. But 
over time he’d lost that sense. There was a wearying inevitability 
to leaders sending their troops to die against more powerful 
enemies. It had been happening as long as there were violent 
leaders and obedient followers. In death, these people became 
one with the Force, and when Jacen had accepted that fact, his 
sense of tragedy had largely evaporated. 

He took another two steps and the trooper commander called, 
“Fire!” 

The troopers began firing. Jacen gave himself over to the Force, 
to his awareness of his surroundings, to his sudden oneness with 
the men and women trying to kill him. 

He simply ignored most of the blaster bolts. When he felt them 
angling in toward him, he twirled his lightsaber blade in line and 
batted them away, usually back toward the crowd of troopers. In 
the first few seconds of their assault, four troopers fell to blasts 
launched by their friends. The smell of burned flesh began to fill 
the corridor. 

Jacen felt danger from behind; felt Ben react to it. Jacen didn’t 
shift his attention; he continued his march forward. He’d prefer to 
be able to protect the inexperienced youth, but the boy was good 
at blaster defense practice. Hard as it was to trust a Jedi whose 
skills were just developing, he had to. To teach, to learn, he had 
to trust. 

Jacen intercepted the next blaster shot that came his way and 
batted it toward the trooper commander. It struck the man in the 
helmet and caromed off, burning out against the ceiling; a 
portion four meters square of the ceiling’s illumination winked 
out, darkening the corridor. The commander fell. The shot was 
probably not fatal—protected by his helmet, the man would have 
forehead and scalp burns, probably a concussion, but he was 
unlikely to die. 

The strategy had its desired effect. The troopers saw their 
commander fall. They continued firing but also exchanged looks. 
Jacen never broke pace, and a trooper with silver stripes on his 


helmet called “Back, back.” In good order, the troopers began a 
withdrawal. 

Behind him, Jacen heard more blasterfire and the distinctive 
zap of a lightsaber blade intercepting it, deflecting it. Within the 
flow of the Force, Jacen felt a shot coming in toward his back, 
felt it being slapped aside, saw and felt it as it hit the wall to his 
right. The heat from the shot warmed his right shoulder. 

But the defenders continued their retreat, and soon the last of 
them was around the corner. Jacen’s path to the railing was clear. 
He strode up to it. 

Over the rail, a dozen meters down, was another assembly-line 
pit, where line after line of munitions components was being 
assembled—though at the moment all the lines were stopped, 
their anonymous jumpsuited workers staring up at Jacen. 

Jacen’s movement out of the corridor brought him within sight 
of the orange-and-green defenders, who were now arrayed in 
disciplined rows along the walkway to Jacen’s left. As soon as he 
reached the railing they opened fire again. Their tighter 
formation allowed them to concentrate their fire, and Jacen 
found himself deflecting more shots than before. 

He felt rather than saw Ben scoot into position behind him, but 
no blaster bolts came at him from that direction. “What now?” 
Ben asked. 

“Finish the mission.” Jacen caught a too-close bolt on his blade 
near the hilt; unable to aim the deflection, he saw the bolt flash 
down into the assembly area. It hit a monitor screen. The men 
and women near the screen dived for cover. Jacen winced; a 
fraction of a degree of arc difference and that bolt could have hit 
an explosives package. As inured as he was to causing death, he 
didn’t want to cause it by accident. 

“But you’re in charge—” 

“Pm busy.” Jacen took a step forward to give himself more 
maneuvering and swinging space and concentrated on his 
attackers. He needed to protect himself and Ben now, to defend a 
broader area. He focused on batting bolt after bolt back into the 
ranks of the attackers, saw one, two, three of the soldiers fall. 

There was a lull in the barrage of fire. Jacen took a moment to 
glance over his shoulder. Ben stood at the railing, staring down 
into the manufacturing line, and to his eye he held a small but 
expensive holocam unit—the sort carried by wealthy vacationers 


and holocam hobbyists all over the galaxy. 

As Jacen returned his attention to the soldiers, Ben began 
talking: “Um, this is Ben Skywalker. Jedi Knight Jacen Solo and I 
are in a, I don’t know, secret part of the Dammant Killers plant 
under the city of Cartann on the planet Adumar. You’re looking 
at a missile manufacturing line. It’s making missiles that are not 
being reported to the GA. They’re selling to planets that aren’t 
supposed to be getting them. Dammant is breaking the rules. Oh, 
and the noise you’re hearing? Their guys are trying to kill us.” 

Jacen felt Ben’s motion as the boy swung to record the blaster- 
versus-lightsaber conflict. 

“Is that enough?” Ben asked. 

Jacen shook his head. “Get the whole chamber. And while 
you're doing it, figure out what we’re supposed to do next.” 

“I was kind of thinking we ought to get out of here.” 

With the tip of his lightsaber blade, Jacen caught a blast that 
was crackling in toward his right shin. He popped the blast back 
toward its firer. It hit the woman’s blaster rifle, searing it into an 
unrecognizable lump, causing her green shoulder armor 
momentarily to catch fire. She retreated, one of her fellow 
soldiers patting out her flames. Now there were fewer than fifteen 
soldiers standing against the Jedi, and their temporary 
commander was obviously rethinking his make-a-stand orders. 

“Good. How?” 

“Well, the way we came in—no. They’d be waiting for us.” 

“Correct.” 

“And you never want to fight the enemy on ground he’s chosen 
if you can avoid it.” 

Jacen grinned. Ben’s words, so adult, were a quote from Han 
Solo, a man whose wisdom was often questionable—except on 
matters of personal survival. “Also correct.” 

“So ... the ends of those assembly lines?” 

“Good. So go.” 

Jacen heard the scrape of a heel as Ben vaulted over the rail. 
Not waiting, Jacen leapt laterally, clearing the rail by half a 
meter, and spun as he fell. Ahead of and below him, Ben was just 
landing in a crouch on the nearest assembly line, which was 
loaded with opalescent shell casings. As Jacen landed, bent knees 
and a little upward push from the Force easing the impact, Ben 
raced forward, reflexively swatting aside the grasping hand of a 


too-bold line worker, and crouched as he lunged through the 
diminutive portal at the end of the line. 

Jacen followed. He heard and felt the heat of blaster bolts 
hitting the assembly line behind him. He swung his lightsaber 
back over his shoulder, intercepting one bolt, taking the full force 
of the impact rather than deflecting the bolt into a neighboring 
line. 

No line workers tried to grab him, and in seconds he was 
squeezing through the portal. 
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GALACTIC ALLIANCE DIPLOMATIC SHUTTLE, HIGH CORUSCANT ORBIT 


ONE BY ONE, THE STARS OVERHEAD BEGAN TO DISAPPEAR, swallowed by some 
enormous darkness interposing itself from above and behind the 
shuttle. Sharply pointed at its most forward position, broadening 
behind, the flood of blackness advanced, blotting out more and 
more of the unblinking starfield, until darkness was all there was 
to see. 

Then, all across the length and breadth of the ominous shape, 
lights came on—blue and white running lights, tiny red hatch and 
security lights, sudden glows from within transparisteel 
viewports, one large rectangular whiteness limned by atmosphere 
shields. The lights showed the vast triangle to be the underside of 
an Imperial Star Destroyer, painted black, forbidding a moment 
ago, now comparatively cheerful in its proper running 
configuration. It was the Gilad Pellaeon, newly arrived from the 
Imperial Remnant, and its officers clearly knew how to put on a 
show. 

Jaina Solo, sitting with the others in the dimly lit passenger 
compartment of the government VIP shuttle, watched the entire 
display through the overhead transparisteel canopy and laughed 
out loud. 

The Bothan in the sumptuously padded chair next to hers gave 
her a curious look. His mottled red and tan fur twitched, either 
from suppressed irritation or embarrassment at Jaina’s outburst. 
“What do you find so amusing?” 

“Oh, both the obviousness of it and the skill with which it was 
performed. It’s so very, You used to think of us as dark and scary, 


but now we’re just your stylish allies.” Jaina lowered her voice so 
that her next comment would not carry to the passengers in the 
seats behind. “The press will love it. That image will play on the 
holonews broadcasts constantly. Mark my words.” 

“Was that little show a Jagged Fel detail?” 

Jaina tilted her head, considering. “I don’t know. He could 
have come up with it, but he usually doesn’t spend his time 
planning displays or events. When he does, though, they’re 
usually pretty ... effective.” 

The shuttle rose toward the Gilad Pellaeon’s main landing bay. 
In moments, it was through the square atmosphere barrier shield 
and drifting sideways to land on the deck nearby. The landing 
place was clearly marked—hundreds of beings, most wearing 
gray Imperial uniforms or the distinctive white armor of the 
Imperial stormtrooper, waited in the bay, and the one circular 
spot where none stood was just the right size for the Galactic 
Alliance shuttle. 

The passengers rose as the shuttle settled into place. The 
Bothan smoothed his tunic, a cheerful blue decorated with a 
golden sliver pattern suggesting claws. “Time to go to work. You 
won't let me get killed, will you?” 

Jaina let her eyes widen. “Is that what I was supposed to be 
doing here?” she asked in droll tones. “I should have brought my 
lightsaber.” 

The Bothan offered a long-suffering sigh and turned toward the 
exit. 

They descended the shuttle’s boarding ramp. With no duties 
required of her other than to keep alert and be the Jedi face at 
this preliminary meeting, Jaina was able to stand back and 
observe. She was struck with the unreality of it all. The niece and 
daughter of three of the most famous enemies of the Empire 
during the First Galactic Civil War of a few decades earlier, she 
was now witness to events that might bring the Galactic Empire— 
or Imperial Remnant, as it was called everywhere outside its own 
borders—into the Galactic Alliance on a lasting basis. 

And at the center of the plan was the man, flanked by Imperial 
officers, who now approached the Bothan. Slightly under average 
size, though towering well above Jaina’s diminutive height, he 
was dark-haired, with a trim beard and mustache that gave him a 
rakish look, and was handsome in a way that became more 


pronounced when he glowered. A scar on his forehead ran up 
into his hairline and seemed to continue as a lock of white hair 
from that point. He wore expensive but subdued black civilian 
garments, neck-to-toe, that would be inconspicuous anywhere on 
Coruscant but stood out in sharp relief to the gray and white 
uniforms, white armor, and colorful Alliance clothes surrounding 
him. 

He had one moment to glance at Jaina. The look probably 
appeared neutral to onlookers, but for her it carried just a twinkle 
of humor, a touch of exasperation that the two of them had to put 
up with all these delays. Then an Alliance functionary, notable 
for his blandness, made introductions: “Imperial Head of State the 
most honorable Jagged Fel, may I present Senator Tiurrg Drey’lye 
of Bothawui, head of the Senate Unification Preparations 
Committee.” 

Jagged Fel took the Senator’s hand. “I’m pleased to be working 
with you.” 

“And delighted to meet you. Chief of State Daala sends her 
compliments and looks forward to meeting you when you make 
planetfall.” 

Jag nodded. “And now, I believe, protocol insists that we open 
a bottle or a dozen of wine and make some preliminary 
discussion of security, introduction protocols, and so on.” 

“Fortunately about the wine, and regrettably about everything 
else, you are correct.” 


At the end of two full standard hours—Jaina knew from regular, 
surreptitious consultations of her chrono—Jag was able to 
convince the Senator and his retinue to accept a tour of the Gilad 
Pellaeon. He was also able to request a private consultation with 
the sole representative of the Jedi Order present. Moments later, 
the gray-walled conference room was empty of everyone but Jag 
and Jaina. 

Jag glanced toward the door. “Security seal, access limited to 
Jagged Fel and Jedi Jaina Solo, voice identification, activate.” 
The door hissed in response as it sealed. Then Jag returned his 
attention to Jaina. 

She let an expression of anger and accusation cross her face. 
“You're not fooling anyone, Fel. You’re planning for an Imperial 


invasion of Alliance space.” 

Jag nodded. “I’ve been planning it for quite a while. Come 
here.” 

She moved to him, settled into his lap, and was suddenly but 
not unexpectedly caught in his embrace. They kissed urgently, 
hungrily. 

Finally Jaina drew back and smiled at him. “This isn’t going to 
be a routine part of your consultations with every Jedi.” 

“Uh, no. That would cause some trouble here and at home. But 
I actually do have business with the Jedi that does not involve the 
Galactic Alliance, at least not initially.” 

“What sort of business?” 

“Whether or not the Galactic Empire joins with the Galactic 
Alliance, I think there ought to be an official Jedi presence in the 
Empire. A second Temple, a branch, an offshoot, whatever. 
Providing advice and insight to the Head of State.” 

“And protection?” 

He shrugged. “Less of an issue. I’m doing all right. Two years in 
this position and not dead yet.” 

“Emperor Palpatine went nearly twenty-five years.” 

“T guess that makes him my hero.” 

Jaina snorted. “Don’t even say that in jest... Jag, if the 
Remnant doesn’t join the Alliance, Pm not sure the Jedi can have 
a presence without Alliance approval.” 

“The Order still keeps its training facility for youngsters in 
Hapan space. And the Hapans haven’t rejoined.” 

“You sound annoyed. The Hapans still giving you trouble?” 

“Let’s not talk about that.” 

“Besides, moving the school back to Alliance space is just a 
matter of time, logistics, and finances; there’s no question that it 
will happen. On the other hand, it’s very likely that the 
government would withhold approval for a Jedi branch in the 
Remnant, just out of spite, if the Remnant doesn’t join.” 

“Well, there’s such a thing as an unofficial presence. And there’s 
such a thing as rival schools, schismatic branches, and places for 
former Jedi to go when they can’t be at the Temple.” 

Jaina smiled again, but now there was suspicion in her 
expression. “You just want to have this so Pll be assigned to come 
to the Remnant and set it up.” 

“That’s a motive, but not the only one. Remember, to the Moffs 


and to a lot of the Imperial population, the Jedi have been 
bogeymen since Palpatine died. At the very least, I don’t want 
them to be inappropriately afraid of the woman I’m in love with.” 

Jaina was silent for a moment. “Have we talked enough 
politics?” 

“T think so.” 

“Good.” 


HORN FAMILY QUARTERS, 


KALLAD’S DREAM VACATION HOSTEL, 
CORUSCANT 


Yawning, hair tousled, clad in a blue dressing robe, Valin Horn 
knew that he did not look anything like an experienced Jedi 
Knight. He looked like an unshaven, unkempt bachelor, which he 
also was. But here, in these rented quarters, there would be only 
family to see him—at least until he had breakfast, shaved, and 
dressed. 

The Horns did not live here, of course. His mother, Mirax, was 
the anchor for the immediate family. Manager of a variety of 
interlinked | businesses—trading, interplanetary finances, 
gambling and recreation, and, if rumors were true, still a little 
smuggling here and there—she maintained her home and 
business address on Corellia. Corran, her husband and Valin’s 
father, was a Jedi Master, much of his life spent on missions away 
from the family, but his true home was where his heart resided, 
wherever Mirax lived. Valin and his sister, Jysella, also Jedi, lived 
wherever their missions sent them, and also counted Mirax as the 
center of the family. 

Now Mirax had rented temporary quarters on Coruscant so the 
family could collect on one of its rare occasions, this time for the 
Unification Summit, where she and Corran would separately give 
depositions on the relationships among the Confederation states, 
the Imperial Remnant, and the Galactic Alliance as they related to 
trade and Jedi activities. Mirax had insisted that Valin and Jysella 
leave their Temple quarters and stay with their parents while 
these events were taking place, and few forces in the galaxy could 
stand before her decision—Luke Skywalker certainly knew better 
than to try. 


Moving from the refresher toward the kitchen and dining nook, 
Valin brushed a lock of brown hair out of his eyes and grinned. 
Much as he might put up a public show of protest—the 
independent young man who did not need parents to direct his 
actions or tell him where to sleep—he hardly minded. It was 
good to see family. And both Corran and Mirax were better cooks 
than the ones at the Jedi Temple. 

There was no sound of conversation from the kitchen, but there 
was some clattering of pans, so at least one of his parents must 
still be on hand. As he stepped from the hallway into the dining 
nook, Valin saw that it was his mother, her back to him as she 
worked at the stove. He pulled a chair from the table and sat. 
“Good morning.” 

“A joke, so early?” Mirax did not turn to face him, but her tone 
was cheerful. “No morning is good. I come light-years from 
Corellia to be with my family, and what happens? I have to keep 
Jedi hours to see them. Don’t you know that I’m an executive? 
And a lazy one?” 

“T forgot.” Valin took a deep breath, sampling the smells of 
breakfast. His mother was making hotcakes Corellian-style, nerf 
sausage links on the side, and caf was brewing. For a moment, 
Valin was transported back to his childhood, to the family 
breakfasts that had been somewhat more common before the 
Yuuzhan Vong came, before Valin and Jysella had started down 
the Jedi path. “Where are Dad and Sella?” 

“Your father is out getting some back-door information from 
other Jedi Masters for his deposition.” Mirax pulled a plate from 
a cabinet and began sliding hotcakes and links onto it. “Your 
sister left early and wouldn’t say what she was doing, which I 
assume either means it’s Jedi business I can’t know about or that 
she’s seeing some man she doesn’t want me to know about.” 

“Or both.” 

“Or both.” Mirax turned and moved over to put the plate down 
before him. She set utensils beside it. 

The plate was heaped high with food, and Valin recoiled from 
it in mock horror. “Stang, Mom, you’re feeding your son, not a 
squadron of Gamorreans.” Then he caught sight of his mother’s 
face and he was suddenly no longer in a joking mood. 

This wasn’t his mother. 

Oh, the woman had Mirax’s features. She had the round face 


that admirers had called “cute” far more often than “beautiful,” 
much to Mirax’s chagrin. She had Mirax’s generous, curving lips 
that smiled so readily and expressively, and Mirax’s bright, lively 
brown eyes. She had Mirax’s hair, a glossy black with flecks of 
gray, worn shoulder-length to fit readily under a pilot’s helmet, 
even though she piloted far less often these days. She was Mirax 
to every freckle and dimple. 

But she was not Mirax. 

The woman, whoever she was, caught sight of Valin’s 
confusion. “Something wrong?” 

“Uh, no.” Stunned, Valin looked down at his plate. 

He had to think—logically, correctly, and fast. He might be in 
grave danger right now, though the Force currently gave him no 
indication of imminent attack. The true Mirax, wherever she was, 
might be in serious trouble or worse. Valin tried in vain to slow 
his heart rate and speed up his thinking processes. 

Fact: Mirax had been here but had been replaced by an 
imposter. Presumably the real Mirax was gone; Valin could not 
sense anyone but himself and the imposter in the immediate 
vicinity. The imposter had remained behind for some reason that 
had to relate to Valin, Jysella, or Corran. It couldn’t have been to 
capture Valin, as she could have done that with drugs or other 
methods while he slept, so the food was probably not drugged. 

Under Not-Mirax’s concerned gaze, he took a tentative bite of 
sausage and turned a reassuring smile he didn’t feel toward her. 

Fact: Creating an imposter this perfect must have taken a 
fortune in money, an incredible amount of research, and a 
volunteer willing to let her features be permanently carved into 
the likeness of another’s. Or perhaps this was a clone, raised and 
trained for the purpose of simulating Mirax. Or maybe she was a 
droid, one of the very expensive, very rare human replica droids. 
Or maybe a shape-shifter. Whichever, the simulation was nearly 
perfect. Valin hadn’t recognized the deception until ... 

Until what? What had tipped him off? He took another bite, not 
registering the sausage’s taste or temperature, and maintained the 
face-hurting smile as he tried to recall the detail that had alerted 
him that this wasn’t his mother. 

He couldn’t figure it out. It was just an instant realization, too 
fleeting to remember, too overwhelming to reject. 

Would Corran be able to see through the deception? Would 


Jysella? Surely, they had to be able to. But what if they couldn’t? 
Valin would accuse this woman and be thought insane. 

Were Corran and Jysella even still at liberty? Still alive? At this 
moment, the Not-Mirax’s colleagues could be spiriting the two of 
them away with the true Mirax. Or Corran and Jysella could be 
lying, bleeding, at the bottom of an access shaft, their lives 
draining away. 

Valin couldn’t think straight. The situation was too 
overwhelming, the mystery too deep, and the only person here 
who knew the answers was the one who wore the face of his 
mother. 

He stood, sending his chair clattering backward, and fixed the 
false Mirax with a hard look. “Just a moment.” He dashed to his 
room. 

His lightsaber was still where he’d left it, on the night-stand 
beside his bed. He snatched it up and gave it a near-instantaneous 
examination. Battery power was still optimal; there was no sign 
that it had been tampered with. 

He returned to the dining room with the weapon in his hand. 
Not-Mirax, clearly confused and beginning to look a little 
alarmed, stood by the stove, staring at him. 

Valin ignited the lightsaber, its snap-hiss of activation 
startlingly loud, and held the point of the gleaming energy blade 
against the food on his plate. Hotcakes shriveled and blackened 
from contact with the weapon’s plasma. Valin gave Not-Mirax an 
approving nod. “Flesh does the same thing under the same 
conditions, you know.” 

“Valin, what’s wrong?” 

“You may address me as Jedi Horn. You don’t have the right to 
use my personal name.” Valin swung the lightsaber around in a 
practice form, allowing the blade to come within a few 
centimeters of the glow rod fixture overhead, the wall, the dining 
table, and the woman with his mother’s face. “You probably 
know from your research that the Jedi don’t worry much about 
amputations.” 

Not-Mirax shrank back away from him, both hands on the 
stove edge behind her. “What?” 

“We know that a severed limb can readily be replaced by a 
prosthetic that looks identical to the real thing. Prosthetics offer 
sensation and do everything flesh can. They’re ideal substitutes in 


every way, except for requiring maintenance. So we don’t feel too 
badly when we have to cut the arm or leg off a very bad person. 
But I assure you, that very bad person remembers the pain 
forever.” 

“Valin, Pm going to call your father now.” Not-Mirax sidled 
toward the blue bantha-hide carrybag she had left on a side table. 

Valin positioned the tip of his lightsaber directly beneath her 
chin. At the distance of half a centimeter, its containing force 
field kept her from feeling any heat from the blade, but a slight 
twitch on Valin’s part could maim or kill her instantly. She froze. 

“No, you’re not. You know what you’re going to do instead?” 

Not-Mirax’s voice wavered. “What?” 

“You’re going to tell me what you’ve done with my mother!” The 
last several words emerged as a bellow, driven by fear and anger. 
Valin knew that he looked as angry as he sounded; he could feel 
blood reddening his face, could even see redness begin to suffuse 
everything in his vision. 

“Boy, put the blade down.” Those were not the woman’s words. 
They came from behind. Valin spun, bringing his blade up into a 
defensive position. 

In the doorway stood a man, middle-aged, cleanshaven, his 
hair graying from brown. He was of below-average height, his 
eyes a startling green. He wore the brown robes of a Jedi. His 
hands were on his belt, his own lightsaber still dangling from it. 

He was Valin’s father, Jedi Master Corran Horn. But he wasn’t, 
any more than the woman behind Valin was Mirax Horn. 

Valin felt a wave of despair wash over him. Both parents 
replaced. Odds were growing that the real Corran and Mirax were 
already dead. 

Yet Valin’s voice was soft when he spoke. “They may have 
made you a virtual double for my father. But they can’t have 
given you his expertise with the lightsaber.” 

“You don’t want to do what you’re thinking about, son.” 

“When I cut you in half, that’s all the proof anyone will ever 
need that you’re not the real Corran Horn.” 

Valin lunged. 
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